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			Chapter 1

			Ritz Alster's Story <1>

			This is the beginning of a 15-volume otherworld fantasy.


However, I'll be making corrections here and there, so posting the full text will surely take some time, but I hope you enjoy it.
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			Chapter 2

			Ritz Alster's Story <2>

			III


This is a story from about two hundred and eighty years ago.


Upon turning twenty, Karl decided to leave the forest of the Clan of Light and see the human world for himself. While twenty is considered an adult by human standards, for his clan, he still had the appearance of a six- or seven-year-old child. And just as his appearance suggested, his mind was still that of a young boy.


Even if they live long lives, if they spend their years as children among their clan, their physical and mental growth remains just as gradual.


He was a rare case among a clan that was inherently uninterested in other races; he was a child brimming with curiosity. He had always wanted to meet a human—a creature he had only heard of in rumors—and speak with one. He didn't want to rely solely on the stories of the adults; he wanted to see the truth with his own eyes. He was a stubborn child, the kind who couldn't be satisfied until he had seen things for himself.


His way of thinking was not understood, not only by the adults but by the other children as well. He gradually came to be seen as a bit of an oddity, and his friends began to distance themselves from him.


Then one day, the perfect opportunity presented itself to Karl. He learned that on the night before the village's sacred rites, the adults' attention would be drawn away from the children.


As soon as the adults were gone, Karl put his plan into action. Seizing the moment, he slipped out of the village.


No one stopped him. The other children were asleep, and the adults were all gathered with the elder. With an excitement he had never known before, he raced through the empty forest. Even the paths he had traveled countless times felt fresh, as if they were leading him on an unknown adventure.


And so, without even realizing it, Karl passed through Ciedena's barrier and left the forest.


He had no idea how to get back.


Members of the Clan of Light are only taught the landmarks for the forest's entrance after they come of age at one hundred. Leaving is effortless, but to re-enter, one must know the signs. Karl had intended to have a small adventure, but it had turned into a truly grand one.


...It was a beautiful, moonlit night.


When he emerged from the forest and saw the great plains stretching out before him, he felt the loneliness of being on his own for the first time. By the time he grew uneasy and turned back toward the forest, it was already too late. No matter how he tried to enter the clan's village, he only ended up lost within the woods. He didn't know which trees were the landmarks, and even if he had, he wouldn't have known how to use them.


At a loss, Karl walked on, crying, until he somehow found his way to the closest human house. His feet, unaccustomed to such long treks, were covered in blisters. He couldn't imagine walking another step.


He entered the home's yard and stood before the door, but he couldn't muster the courage to knock. The adults had only ever told him bad things about humans, and his mind swirled with the fear and uncertainty of what might be done to him.


Reaching out his hand only to pull it back again and again, Karl observed the house. It was large but dilapidated and clearly old. Yet it didn't have the desolate air of an abandoned home. It gave off a strangely warm impression.


Maybe someone will help me. Maybe people who won't be cruel, even to a member of the Clan of Light, live here. Believing this, Karl finally knocked on the door.


There was an immediate response from within. The entryway light flicked on, and a large, cheerful-looking woman opened the door. Unsure how to interact with a human for the first time, Karl could only tremble as she ushered him inside and then bellowed loudly.


"Everyone, wake up!"


Before Karl's wide, startled eyes, a crowd of sleepy faces began to gather. Prompted by the large woman, he timidly explained his situation, and the people surrounding him all wore expressions of concern. The terrifying humans he had heard about from the adults were nowhere to be found. Everyone here seemed kind.


Even after hundreds of years, he never forgot the sense of relief he felt at that moment.


They were the Merite family. From their conversation, he also gathered that their concept of "family" was a little different from that of the Clan of Light.


From there, things progressed in a direction entirely different from what Karl had imagined. In a good way, of course.


Warm soup and bread were quickly brought to him. He silently lifted the food to his mouth. Only then did he realize how hungry he was after wandering for so many hours. The loneliness had stolen even his appetite. Before he knew it, he was devouring the meal set before him. There was no time to even consider the fear that human food might be different from his own clan's.


As he ate, the entire Merite family sat with him at the same table, watching over him with gentle eyes. Perhaps because of that, he had no memory of feeling awkward about barging in during the middle of the night and being fed.


After finishing his meal and catching his breath, Karl was finally able to tell them about his situation, bit by bit. Listening to his disjointed, faltering story, they were surprised to learn for the first time that he was of the Clan of Light, but they did not discriminate against him.


Karl, who had been raised to fear humans, found it unbelievably strange. He cautiously asked them why they didn't treat him differently, but they just laughed and said that regardless of race, a child was a child.


Trust only what you feel yourself; don't be swayed by rumors or hearsay. That, they said, was the Merite family rule. It was then that Karl learned that humans called the Clan of Light the "Spirit Tribe," and from that day on, he began referring to his people by that name as well.


By the time Karl had finished telling his story, the eastern sky was already beginning to lighten. Having nothing left to say, Karl was at a loss. He had no idea what would become of him or what he should do.


Seeing Karl in his dazed state, the good-natured father, Thomas, asked him with concern.


"You can't go back home?"


"No..."


"Then do you have anywhere to go?"


As Karl could only shake his head in silence, a smile spread across Thomas's face.


"Well then, how about you live with us as one of our own until you can go back?"


"Huh?"


"We're a poor, big family, but if you'd like, you're welcome to stay here."


Karl was the most stunned of all. He looked around in bewilderment at the others, but they were all just smiling, same as Thomas. No one seemed to find his presence a nuisance. Even though he was a child of the Clan of Light, even though he wasn't human.


After a moment of hesitant thought, Karl asked cautiously.


"Is it really okay? I'm a child of Ciedena."


Thomas gave the anxious boy a gentle smile and nodded.


"I told you, didn't I? Whether you're human or from the Spirit Tribe, a child is a child. And children need a family until they grow up. Right, dear?"


The woman he addressed, Sarah, slapped her plump belly and laughed heartily.


"Of course! One or two more kids won't change how poor we are. Right, everyone?"


A burst of laughter erupted at Sarah's words.


"That's for sure. No doubt about it."


At that moment, Karl was completely convinced. It was the Clan of Light who hated humans after all. He didn't know what other humans were like, but people like this existed. You truly couldn't know the truth until you saw it with your own eyes.


"It's really okay for me to stay here?"


"Of course. From now on, this is your home."


And so, Karl became a member of the Merite family. Though his real name was Karl Alster, he would henceforth be known as Karl A. Merite and live as a human.


The Merite family consisted of ten members across three generations: a grandfather, a grandmother, the father Thomas, the mother Sarah, and six children. With Karl, they became a family of eleven.


That was how he met his adoptive family, the Merites. And so, with the promise that he would stay until he could return to the forest, Karl was raised as a child of the Merite family. He never imagined he wouldn't be able to return for eighty years.


After Karl became one of the Merites, peaceful days flowed by quietly. There were so many things he had never experienced in the village of the Clan of Light, and every day was fresh and new.


Visiting the bustling market with Thomas holding his hand, chasing cattle let loose in the wide pasture, tilling fields and growing crops. It was all fun and fascinating.


Sometimes, the children from a nearby village would bully him, calling him an adopted child, but his older brothers and sisters were always there to protect him. They were as kind and reassuring as true siblings. Karl was happy, so happy, to be able to spend his days in such a warm place.


It would be a lie to say he never thought of his real father and mother. But his Spirit Tribe parents were typical of their clan, lost in daily contemplation and lacking the warm interactions of humans. Their existence soon felt distant, like a dream or an illusion. He had never quite fit in with the Spirit Tribe to begin with, so adapting to humans was no hardship at all.


But time passed quickly, and humans grew up much faster than he had expected.


With his childlike appearance, Karl was treated as the third youngest sibling. He now had a younger brother and sister. But in the blink of an eye, they surpassed him.


His eldest brother was married in what felt like an instant, and his sister left home. His youngest sister, who had been just over a year old, was suddenly older than him before he even realized it.


But Karl remained a young boy. His little sister grew to look much older than him, yet she still called the child-like Karl her "big brother." It was a strange and heart-wrenching sight.


*What a hurried existence humans lead...*


Thirty years after he came to this house, Thomas died. Five years after that, Sarah followed. His siblings had all become respectable adults, but Karl alone remained a boy. His brothers and sisters were kind. None of them ever said a word about his appearance, and his younger sisters still called him "big brother" and treated him with respect.


While he grappled with his own anguish, time passed mercilessly on.


Eventually, his older brothers' hair turned white, and with the passing years, they too were gone. As the shadow of loneliness crept ever closer, he realized that eighty years had passed. Karl, who had wandered out of the forest at the age of twenty, was now a hundred years old. He had, without realizing it, reached the age of adulthood for the Spirit Tribe.


The single Merite house in the middle of the plains had, over time, become a small settlement of several dozen homes. All who lived there were relatives connected to the Merite family. By welcoming wives from nearby villages or having people move in, the Merite household had gradually grown into a settlement bearing the name Merite.


The people, even the settlement itself, had grown almost beyond recognition, yet Karl had only aged from a boy to a young man. Most of his siblings were gone, and the only one left was his youngest sister, Eri. She had been just over a year old when he arrived.


And now, Eri too was preparing to leave him behind.


"Karl-niisan, you never did go back to the forest, did you?"


Karl, who was sitting by the bedside of his sister whose flame of life was about to burn out, looked up with a start at the sound of her voice. It was Eri, who had been unconscious until now.


It was another beautiful, moonlit night.


Her daughter and grandchildren were asleep. Karl had taken their place, watching over her.


"Eri... how are you feeling?"


Fighting back the urge to cry, he could only manage such a mundane question. Karl felt unbearably frustrated and pathetic.


"I'm feeling much better."


The sky outside was clear, and as the siblings looked out the window, they could see the moon shining brightly.


"Thank you, brother. Please, continue to watch over my children, and my grandchildren, even if just from afar."


"...Eri..."


"You have to go back to the forest now, brother. It's just too painful for you."


At Eri's sorrowful words, Karl took her hand and cried out, his voice a strangled whisper. He had tried to keep smiling, but there was a limit to what he could bear.


"It's not painful! I'm happy being with everyone. And look, there are so, so many of everyone's children! So... so I'm okay!"


Beneath her labored breaths, Eri murmured "thank you" and closed her eyes. She then whispered something in a tiny voice, as if talking to herself. Karl leaned closer to her mouth, trying to catch the words.


"I'm sorry, leaving you all alone... I don't think I can hold on much longer..."


"Don't say that. Don't be so weak."


His voice trembled. Karl knew, somehow. This was goodbye.


"Thank you, brother."


With that, Eri took one last, deep breath.


"Eri?"


No answer ever reached Karl's ears again.


"...Eri!"


She had returned to the heavens where the rest of the Merite family waited. Clinging to his sister's now-still form, Karl understood that he was once again alone, just like that day he had wandered from the forest.


He could feel Eri's family, who had rushed in at his shout, collapsing in tears behind him. Karl quietly left the room, making space for her family. He couldn't stay here any longer. He didn't think he could bear any more sorrow.


Mulling over Eri's last words, he entered the Ciedena Forest alone. All by himself, Karl cried out loud, and he kept crying for a long time. There was no place for him in that house anymore.


After several days spent crying, he heard a strange voice by his ear. It was a warm, nostalgic voice. The dreamlike voice guided him to the entrance of the Spirit Tribe's forest and showed him the way in. It was the voice of a spirit, something he had forgotten over the long eighty years. And so, he was finally able to return to his homeland.


The forest of the Clan of Light was exactly as it had been eighty years ago when he left. His parents, who greeted him, also looked completely unchanged from the day he departed. The feeling of nostalgia was fleeting, quickly replaced by a sense of unease within him.


The clock inside Karl had moved forward so much that it could never be turned back. He could no longer understand his true parents' aversion to humans, their insular feelings toward other races.


His childhood friends, the other villagers... to him, they were all nothing more than *strangers* he couldn't understand. The villagers, too, likely found it difficult to accept him as one of their own after he had lived with humans for so long. So they gave him the role of negotiator with humans and the task of returning any who wandered into the forest. He accepted this without complaint and built his own home by a lakeside near the forest's entrance, far from the clan's settlement, and began to live there.


Honestly, it was easier that way. It was more convenient for visiting the descendants of the Merite family, and it prevented needless friction with the Clan of Light.


Besides, Karl was not lonely. In the Merite settlement, he was warmly welcomed by Eri's family, and he was able to live there as a spirit user who protected the community.


Karl the human, and Karl of the Clan of Light.


Even after he married and Ritz was born, this life continued. The Alster family spent half the year at the lakeside and the other half in the village of Merite. His life of two standings began from that time.


Two hundred years have passed since then. And to this day, his standing has not changed.


IV


After the long story ended, silence once again fell between the two. His father had spent long years grappling with a certain kind of suffering, and now Ritz, facing a similar dilemma, was trying to live a different way. He had no idea what the result of that would be.


"Out in the world, I lived a life you probably wouldn't approve of, Dad."


Ritz murmured the words, not looking at Karl. Karl, who was also gazing at the moonlight reflecting on the lake, replied.


"I read about you in the newspapers. Besides, both Ciela and I knew the moment you entered the forest. You smell of blood."


"...Ah, right."


"And you're carrying a greatsword on your back. It'd be stranger if I didn't know," Karl added.


"Good point."


Ritz let out a small sigh. He didn't feel shame or regret for his past. But here, in this forest that was the very picture of peace, he felt out of place.


Karl had spent his life watching over the happiness of the family that took him in. In contrast, Ritz had lived through war and then ran from battlefield to battlefield as a mercenary. They were father and son, yet their lives were so different. And all they had done was step out into the world.


Ritz still didn't know how he was supposed to live from now on, or what he should do. He was fumbling in the dark. As he was swept along by the terrifyingly fast flow of human time, he wondered how he could find something that would allow him to keep living. The thought of it made the future seem impossibly vast, leaving him utterly bewildered.


Karl turned to face Ritz, his gaze serious as he looked at his son. Ritz was momentarily overwhelmed by the intensity in his eyes.


"I spent eighty years in the human world. They were wonderful, irreplaceable years, but they also brought a great deal of painful memories. But Ritz, you may have to endure an even longer, more painful time than I did."


"..."


For the first time, he was speaking to Ritz as a father.


"Even so, I want you to live in a way that you won't have any regrets. You came back here because you're carrying some heavy burden on your shoulders, didn't you?"


"Yeah... maybe."


The question of his own existence, left behind by the passing of time. Was it a heavy burden, or was it a shackle?


Ritz stood up, stretched languidly, and took a deep breath. The answer wouldn't come yet. There was no point in agonizing over it here. The answer might be out there somewhere in the world. The future was still uncertain, but maybe he could find something that would change his outlook on the world and make living easier.


"You know, I was thinking of taking a slow journey this time. Up until now, I've just been swept along, rushing through everything. I feel like I haven't really seen anything. I thought it might be nice to just wander through this country without a destination. Besides... there are people I want to see."


"That sounds like a good idea."


Karl let out a huge yawn from his seat on the rock. Come to think of it, a lot of time had passed.


"Oh, goodness. Ciela will be worried if I'm out this late. Let's head back soon."


"I'm gonna stay a little longer."


"Alright. Well, don't catch a cold."


Karl leisurely stood up and clapped Ritz on the shoulder.


"Listen, Ritz, don't ever forget this. Even if time leaves you behind, your time flows in this forest."


"...My time?"


A strange wind blew through his heart. In this place where he felt so out of place, his time was flowing?


"That's right. Ciela and I are spending our near-eternal time here. And you are our son."


"Dad..."


"It doesn't matter what else you forget. But please, don't forget that."


He clapped him on the shoulder one more time, then shivered for a moment as if from the cold before turning to go home. After his father's figure had disappeared from view, Ritz sat down again as if his strength had left him and gazed up at the clear, moonlit sky.


He still had a place to return to; he wasn't being left behind. Just knowing that made coming back worthwhile. His father must have wanted to tell him that, just as Ritz was starting to feel that he had nothing, that he was empty inside.


Ritz took out the mysterious sphere he had found at his mentor's grave and stared at it. This orb had certainly said to him:


*...Find the answer. Your answer...*


He didn't know what the orb was for. But it seemed certain that it had come to him of its own will.


"Once I find the answer... maybe I'll visit his grave again. Though who knows how many decades from now that'll be."


Muttering this in a cheerful tone, Ritz stood up. It had gotten quite late. It was time to go home.


To the home where, for a few days before he set out on a new journey, he would live alongside a family that shared his sense of time.
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			In the Case of Anna Myers <1>

			I


"Mmm, what a beautiful day!"


Standing in the field with the children in tow, Anna Myers took a deep breath of the pleasant autumn air. A slightly strong breeze gently swayed the single braid she wore.


She looked to be about fourteen or fifteen. With large, striking green eyes that danced like glittering sunlight, Anna might have seemed young to be leading a group of children, but she watched their boisterous play with the calm expression of an adult.


The children were full of energy today, and the scenery was beautiful. It looked to be the start of a wonderful day.


Growing in this smallish field was the friend of the poor, the sweet potato, which grew well even in barren soil. The golden flesh wrapped in bright red skin was sweet, fluffy, and the greatest feast of the season.


This year, they were blessed with a bumper crop, the likes of which they had never seen before. Anna secretly believed this great harvest was surely a reward for their good deeds. It was always better to think positively than to dwell on the negative. That was Anna’s motto.


The heart-shaped leaves, rustling in the autumn wind, were beginning to wither, signaling that it was time to harvest. If they withered too much, it would be no good, so now was the perfect time. It was truly good fortune that the long-awaited harvest day was met with such a fine autumn sky.


"Anna-neechan, what should we do first?"


As the children, holding various farm tools, asked with excitement, Anna broke into a smile.


"First, let's cut off the stems we don't need!"


As she spoke, Anna pulled a sickle from the tool pouch at her waist and set to work.


"Okay!"


The older children followed Anna's lead and took out their sickles. The younger ones waited patiently. It was too dangerous to let anyone under seven handle a blade. They cut the excess stems from the sweet potatoes and carefully tied them to their waists. These stems, once dried, would become fine food. For a poor orphanage, this too was a precious source of sustenance. As she worked, she occasionally looked up, and the scent of earth and greenery filled her nostrils.


"Mmm, I'm really working!"


It was at times like these that Anna felt the joy of farming. The pride of a farmer was in having the strength to find happiness in work.


"Alright, let's do our best!"


"Yeah!"


This was the Village of Vishnu, a small village less than two days' journey from Ciedena Forest. Blessed by a clear river that originated in the forest, it was a village centered on agriculture and dairy farming. It was a highland area with short summers and long winters. Thanks to the Eneonea Central Mountain Range, it wasn't a heavy snowfall region, but they were still snowed in during the winter.


For that reason, the village, centered around a hill with a church that worshipped the Water Spirit King and an orphanage, was by no means wealthy. Even so, the people lived a leisurely life, enjoying their environment. They celebrated the short summer, and in winter, they enriched their lives even in the cold, spinning wool from the village sheep, knitting, and sewing.


Anna was the adopted daughter of Anton, the old priest who lived in the village church. Like Anton, who was also a water spirit user, she could handle spirits and served as a caretaker at the orphanage run by the church. Naturally, she too had been an orphan before becoming Anton's adopted daughter.


"We're having a party today!"


The children cheered at Anna's words. Anna's heart danced along with theirs. After all, for a poor orphanage, the potato harvest day was the single biggest event of the year.


In the Yuresla Kingdom, perhaps due to its recent prosperity, there were relatively few orphanages. She had heard that there were many back when the country was in a terrible state of civil war, but as the nation stabilized and grew prosperous, the number of orphans decreased. It had been thirty-five years since the end of the civil war, and the country had been stable ever since. Peace was a good thing.


The orphans of the Vishnu orphanage, located in the northern part of the kingdom, and the parent-and-child of this church lived a modest, impoverished life together. Just because it was attached to a church didn't mean it received aid from the Water Main Temple.


This orphanage, founded by Anton in his youth, earned its income from the goodwill of the village, the orchard on the hill, and the vegetables grown by the children. The fruits from the orchard and their processed goods were a particular source of income. But that alone was not enough for nearly twenty orphans and the parent-and-child to live on. So, thanks to the villagers' donations of food and daily necessities, they somehow managed to live a modest, though poor, life with food and clothing.


Because of this lifestyle, even though the orphanage children grew their own crops, they never ate until they were too full to move. They needed to store food to make it last a long time. The common consensus among all who lived at the orphanage was that the most important thing was to keep everything—food, clothing, and shelter—at about seventy percent capacity.


But there was an exception. Only during the autumn season, when these sweet potatoes that grew large and plentiful even in barren soil could be harvested, could they eat until they were truly satisfied. Plus, there were many ways to cook sweet potatoes, and best of all, they were filling.


So, a few years ago, Anna decided that the day of the annual sweet potato harvest would be a day to fill the table with all kinds of potato dishes and eat until their bellies were about to burst. This was commonly known as the 'Great Sweet Potato Harvest Festival.' The one who named it was, of course, Anna, who loved to eat.


Sweet potato pie, potato salad, potato rice, potato bread, and potato stew. And of course, baked potatoes would be the main event. Just thinking about it was exciting. In other words, the party held tonight was the one major event where they could eat until they were completely full.


In front of the children, Anna acted as if she preferred this modest life more than anyone, but in truth, she loved to eat so much that she often dreamed of food. For someone like Anna, just thinking about the dishes she would make and eat made her steps light and bouncy. She had been waiting so eagerly for the harvest day that she had been bursting into song all morning.


Suddenly sensing a gaze, she turned to find the children looking happily at her elated state. Anna thought she was skillfully hiding her gluttony, but maybe the children had seen right through her.


When she offered a bashful smile, the children returned bright smiles of their own. There was almost no sense of tragedy among the orphans in this orphanage. A child who had just been brought to the orphanage would naturally have various problems, but before long, they would be influenced by Anna and the other children, whose motto was to live each day happily.


"Party time, party time!"


Anna sang as she rolled up her sleeves. Before her, the red potatoes waited, as if they couldn't wait to be harvested by Anna, eagerly anticipating their emergence from the ground.


"I'm coming to get you now, my little potatoes~"


The thought was so much fun she couldn't help it. Anna loved harvesting potatoes. The thrill of seeing so many potatoes come out in a chain from that one vine, and the premonition of the certain sweetness and rich texture in her hand was irresistible.


Once they had finished cutting most of the excess stems, Anna gathered everyone and explained how to harvest them properly. If she didn't do this, the harvest would take twice as long.


"Is everyone here? Listen carefully. You pull on the thickest part of the stem and gently shake it."


As she explained, she looked at the children and saw they were fidgeting restlessly. Everyone wanted to start harvesting already.


"Is everyone listening?"


Anna placed her hands on her hips and puffed out her cheeks in a mock pout. The children then mimicked her, puffing out their own cheeks. It was so funny that they all burst out laughing. When there's a lot to look forward to, even little things like this are unbearably amusing. Fortunately, there were no new orphans this year, so everyone had experience from the previous year.


"We know, Anna-neechan, we did it last year."


"You're right. Well then, shall we begin?"


"Yay!"


As if they had been waiting for those words, the orphans all grabbed the sweet potato stems and crouched down. As they held the stems and shook the entire sweet potato plant, the soil gradually loosened.


"Anna-neechan, it's getting loose!"


"Can I pull it out now?"


Such calls rose from the little children all around. Anna was busy responding to their calls.


"I'll come check in a second, so just wait!"


Nimbly running between the smiling children, Anna called out to the older group who had already started pulling.


"Hey, big kids, help out the little ones!"


"Okay~"


"If it's too deep and you can't dig it out, make sure you dig a hole to get it."


"Okay~"


Anna busily went around checking on the children's progress. Before long, everyone was able to pull out the potatoes skillfully. At this point, Anna's help was no longer needed. Anna leisurely made her way to a spot she had marked as likely having the most potatoes and began to dig up her own.


"This is my special privilege, after all~ Come on out, little potatoes~"


Just shaking the stem with excitement was fun. She had put so much time and effort into raising them for this day.


Soon, the potatoes would come slithering out... Ah, just imagining it was pure bliss!


But her enjoyment was to be put on hold. The children had dug something up. Of course, it had nothing to do with potatoes.


"Anna-neechan, we found something pretty!"


For a brief moment, she thought about pretending not to hear, but Anna wasn't the type of person who could do that. Still, the allure of this potato was hard to resist. As Anna hesitated, more and more children started gathering around the one who had called out to her.


"Anna-neechan, hurry up and come see!"


There goes my fun...


Anna reluctantly released her hands from the stem. Judging by the feel of it, it would have been a massive potato.


"She can't hear us, let's all call her!"


"Yeah!"


"Ready, set..."


At this point, she couldn't hesitate. With a sense of longing, Anna let go of the potato stem and turned around with a smile.


"I can hear you~ I'm coming now."


Walking nimbly over the softened, difficult-to-walk-on soil, she reached the child who had made the discovery. The child showed Anna a beautiful gem resting on their palm. It was a small, blue, glass-like orb that would fit snugly in her hand. It was strange how it seemed to turn green, red, or yellow depending on the sunlight.


She'd never seen anything like it.


As she gently took it, the orb felt faintly warm.


"I wonder if the priest dropped it?"


The moment she peered into it, the orb suddenly began to emit light. Her eyes were dazzled. Unconcerned with Anna's plight, the light grew stronger and stronger.


"What is this..."


She instinctively dropped the orb.


"Ah..."


Just as she thought it would shatter, the orb floated gently in the air.


"It's floating..."


The orb rose to Anna's eye level and then, right before her, began to shine brightly again. The light seemed to be calling to her. She didn't know who it was, but for some reason, it felt terribly nostalgic... That's what it felt like.


At times like this, there was nothing to do but ask Anton. Anna asked the children, who were standing there dumbfounded.


"Can someone go get the priest for me?"


But there was no need. There stood the familiar figure of the white-haired old priest, Anton, smiling gently. It seemed Anton had come to watch the sweet potato harvest. With a warm light in his kind eyes, Anton quietly approached Anna.


"I am here. It seems you've dug up something unusual instead of a potato. Let me see it."


Anton took the blue orb from Anna, placed it carefully in his palm, and stared at it intently. A quiet silence fell.


Anna noticed an unfamiliar expression on Anton's face. It was a strange look, both sad and relieved. Perhaps to avoid worrying the children, Anton quickly erased that expression and put on his usual gentle smile.


"I will take good care of this, so you have nothing to worry about. Now, continue with your potato digging. Or you won't be able to have your party today."


At Anton's voice, the children finally snapped back to reality.


"No way!"


"Oh no, we have to hurry and dig!"


Reassured by his smile, the children scattered back to their respective spots. But Anna, whose earlier cheerful mood had vanished, stood still and watched Anton. She had seen the change in his expression. Even if they weren't related by blood, they were parent and child.


As if sensing Anna's anxiety, Anton smiled his usual gentle smile.


"Don't worry so much. I will definitely tell you about this orb after the harvest season is over. Go and enjoy your potato digging. If you miss out on this once-a-year fun, you'll have to wait until next year, you know?"


Hearing those words, her sunken mood lifted just a little. She was concerned about her adoptive father's expression and this orb, but the joy of the sweet potatoes she had raised for this day was great.


If they didn't finish the harvest, they couldn't have their potato party. If Anna got lost in thought and they couldn't have the party, the children would be sad.


Besides, Anton said he would tell her, so all Anna had to do was wait. It was absolutely impossible for her adoptive father to lie to her.


"You have to tell me about the orb! Promise, Father!"


Anna ran off toward the spot where she had estimated a large number of potatoes to be.


II


This year's party was also wonderful. Peeling and cooking a massive amount of sweet potatoes was hard work, but if it meant she could savor the happiness of a full stomach from the bottom of her heart, she was up for anything.


The party was almost over, and just as she was deciding on the cleanup plan amidst the calm and satisfied atmosphere, the bell installed at the church entrance to announce visitors began to ring violently. It was rare for someone to come at this hour. Usually, it meant there was a medical emergency, or a pack of wolves or silver foxes was attacking, so the tension instantly heightened.


"I wonder what happened."


Muttering to herself, she stopped her cleanup, left the rest to the older children, and headed for the church. After leaving the orphanage, she hurried down the corridor connecting to the church and passed through the silent sanctuary. The orphanage doors were locked at night because there were children with various circumstances, so the only open door was the one to the church.


She could tell someone was on the other side of the church door. Frosted glass was set into both sides of the sanctuary's wooden doors, allowing a faint view of the outside.


But the faintly visible figure didn't match anyone in Anna's memory. There shouldn't be anyone this tall in the village.


"Who could it be?"


Though she wondered, Anna, who had been told by Anton since she was a child that the church doors should always be opened properly for anyone, opened the door without any sense of caution.


"Who is it?"


When she called out, a tall figure was standing on the other side of the door. From her line of sight, she couldn't see his face. Surprised, Anna took a step back and slowly looked up at the person. It was a man with black hair and what looked like a desperate expression. Judging by his attire, he was clearly not a farmer.


Nor did he seem to be a clergyman like her adoptive father. He had a large sword strapped to his back, and his clothes were made of sturdy-looking fabric, far from the light attire of a farmer. He was probably a soldier or someone in a similar profession.


A gentle hand was placed on the shoulder of the stunned Anna from behind. She turned to find Anton there.


"Who might you be?"


In Anna's place, Anton asked the man gently. At that moment, the tall man clasped his hands together toward Anton. Anna froze, taken aback by the unexpected action.


The man's eyes, fixed on Anna and Anton, were dead serious. As she tensed up, wondering what he was about to say, the man made a pitiful request.


"Excuse me... Could you please give me some baked sweet potatoes? I haven't eaten a thing all day."


Stunned by the unexpected words, Anna stared at the man's face. A sense of tragic desperation from hunger was etched on his face, so much so that she almost laughed.


"I'm starving, I'm at my limit. This smell is baked sweet potatoes, right?"


Since it was party time, the smell of cooking had wafted all the way to the church. The unique, sweet aroma was especially strong, even here.


Anna, who had been fixated on this strange man, was brought back to her senses when Anton gently patted her shoulder again with a smile.


"A traveler has come seeking food."


"Ah..."


The church also provides charity. The basic principle was to offer food and lodging to travelers and the hungry.


"You should give him some."


"Yes, Father."


Watching Anton guide the man from the corner of her eye, Anna rushed back into the orphanage where cleanup was underway. The long table had been wiped clean, so she quickly asked the child in charge to put out a new tablecloth, then returned to the kitchen herself.


There were still plenty of baked sweet potatoes left, roasted to a golden brown on a large number of stones gathered from the nearby river. She had planned to make potato and onion croquettes with them tomorrow, but it was wrong not to offer them to someone who was hungry. There was also some potato salad and sweet potato pie left. Oh, and she had some fried potatoes, too.


To serve a meal to someone who came hungry. That was the duty of the church, no matter how poor they were. Until now, no one had come to Vishnu, located in such a remote area, on an empty stomach, so this was a first for Anna.


Guessing that a large person would eat a lot, Anna piled potatoes onto a large platter. Three of a size that would fill Anna up with just one. Then she skillfully arranged the other potato dishes on plates. And of course, the staple, bread. This was important. Eating only potatoes somehow didn't feel like a proper meal. At least, not for Anna.


With the food piled high, Anna nodded. This much should probably be enough.


When she returned to the dining hall with a child helping her, Anton was guiding the man in. Seeing his appearance, Anna was once again captivated by him. Even in the bright light, he was really tall. And not lanky, but rather robust, comparable to a farmer's hardworking hand. His black hair was messy but seemed to be well-cared for, not like a vagrant. A distinctive feature was his back hair; for some reason, one lock was long and glossy.


This physique and the large sword on his back. This person must be a soldier. Anna, who had never left Vishnu since birth, was seeing a soldier for the first time.


"Please have a seat here, traveler."


"Yes."


The conversation brought her back to her senses. Right, she had to offer a meal to the traveler.


The man sat down in the chair as prompted by Anton. But he seemed restless, looking for something. Curious about what he was looking for, she followed his gaze, and his eyes stopped on Anna. To be precise, they stopped on the fragrant, sweet, golden treasures Anna was holding... the stone-baked sweet potatoes.


The moment he saw them, Anna saw the man's eyes light up and narrow with heartfelt joy. Anna almost burst out laughing. It was cute, like a child. She had never seen an adult with such honest eyes. She thought soldiers were scary, but this person didn't seem so frightening.


As she was thinking this, their eyes met. It seemed he had noticed her about to laugh. The man shrugged with an awkward, bashful expression. His eyes were a calm dark brown. For some reason, her heart skipped a beat at the sight of those eyes. He had beautiful eyes.


Anna stared back into his eyes, but the man's gaze shifted from her back to the potatoes. He was probably looking at her, but not really seeing her existence.


But she understood how he felt. Not eating for a whole day was quite tough. Anna couldn't possibly endure it.


Thinking it would be cruel to make him wait any longer, Anna gently placed the platter of potatoes in front of the man. The children who had brought the other dishes followed suit. Once all the dishes were laid out, Anna smiled at the man.


"Here you go, big brother. They're fresh from the oven."


When she said this cheerfully, the man broke into a good-natured, beaming smile.


"Thank you!"


He's really no different from the children, Anna thought with amusement.


The man, served the food, dug into the baked potatoes as if he were devouring them in a dream. He probably didn't even notice Anna's lips curling into a smile. The man's hands moved without rest, picking at the food. A tremendous appetite. The sight of a grown man happily stuffing his cheeks was either adorable or amusing. For some reason, it was very pleasing.


"They're hot, so please be careful, okay?"


She gave him a warning, just in case, since they had just been taken out. The children would definitely burn their mouths.


"Ank oo. Eally."


The man replied with his mouth full. He probably just responded unconsciously. Anna realized from the man's face that being hot meant nothing in the face of hunger. It was really funny. She had thought all adults were calm like her father and didn't show their emotions like this, but apparently, there were different kinds of people in the world.


As Anna watched the man eat with great interest, the children who had finished cleaning up gathered around. If even Anna found this tall soldier unusual, he must be even more so for the children.


Moreover, what he was eating with such gusto was the very potatoes that the children had painstakingly grown for half a year and had just harvested today. A rare guest eating the vegetables they had grown. It was a sight they had never seen before. That's why they were so curious about the man's reaction.


"That was good..."


With a look of having finally found relief, the man looked up, satisfied. His expression was gentle, so the children who had been keeping their distance slowly moved away from Anna and approached him.


"Oh..."


Perhaps he hadn't noticed while he was eating so intently, but the man's eyes widened in surprise as he found himself surrounded by children. But the children, too, stared at the man without moving, as if looking at a rare creature. Watching this scene from behind, it was somehow very funny. To the children, this unusual man was apparently no different from a wild beast in a traveling circus.


"Ha, hahaha..."


Suddenly, the man looked at Anton and Anna and started laughing. It seemed he had become self-conscious. It was understandable, having been observed by more than twenty people while he ate with such abandon. The man's gaze wandered in embarrassment, and eventually, he seemed to notice the seriousness in the children's eyes and turned a questioning look toward them.


"Is there something on my face?"


But the children didn't answer, continuing to send him expectant gazes. After a while, the man, unable to understand the meaning, looked alternately at Anna and Anton for help. Anna also smiled and looked at Anton. Anton nodded and then laughed, his face wrinkling.


"The ones who grew those potatoes are these children, and Anna."


Saying so, Anton introduced Anna to the man.


"Nice to meet you. I'm Anna."


Anna bowed her head energetically with a smile. The long red braid tied into one at the back of her head bounced cheerfully.


"Ah. Likewise."


The man replied, still bewildered. Anton spoke to him again.


"These children want to hear your thoughts on whether the potatoes were delicious. After all, it's the first time they've seen a guest eat the crops they've grown right in front of them."


Finally understanding the meaning of their gazes, the man stood up from his chair to meet the eyes of the children surrounding him and crouched down on the floor. He's very good with children, Anna thought, impressed. It was rare to find someone his age who could do that. Even a soldier with a big sword, there were people like this.


"They were delicious, thank you! You saved me."


The man said brightly. The children all cheered and laughed, running around the man. It's very pleasing to be praised for something you've grown yourself. It was the same for Anna. To be told that with a smile felt like their own efforts were being praised, and it was very gratifying.


Even though she had just met him, Anna took a great liking to this person. He seemed like a very nice man.


"Alright, kids, your big brother is going to play with you! All who want to play, gather 'round!"


The man said this and began to play with the children as if he were a child himself. It was a way of playing that was clearly different from Anton's or Anna's. In other words, it was all about brute force.


Anna and Anton, who usually played with them, were small, so they couldn't play very dynamically. In comparison, this man was big and seemed to be strong, making him the perfect playmate for the children. The children let out shouts of joy, swarming around the man. Some hung off him, others tackled him; the way they played varied from child to child.


Anna watched the good-natured man calmly with her adoptive father.


"Hey, hey, one at a time, one at a time!"


After that, the man spent an unexpectedly long time playing with the children. He must be tired from his journey, yet he was so kind. Anna was thoroughly impressed.


About an hour later, Anna judged the time to be right and clapped her hands twice loudly. The children's movements came to a halt.


"Alright everyone, it's time for bed. We have an early start tomorrow."


When Anna said this, standing with her hands on her hips, the children reluctantly moved away from the man.


"Okay~ Now say your goodnights properly."


As she prompted them, the children faced the man and Anton.


"Goodnight, guest-san."


"Yeah."


"Goodnight, Father Anton."


"Yes. Goodnight. Sweet dreams."


Following the children's greetings, Anna said goodnight to the man and Anton.


"Come on, let's go."


After glancing back and forth between the lingering children and the man waving with a tired face, she slowly closed the dining hall door.


III


The moment the children left and the door closed, the big man... Ritz slumped his shoulders. The exhaustion from the two days of walking while cursing his father hit him all at once.


Out of embarrassment and pity for having greedily devoured the food, he had played with the children with all his might, but to be honest, it was quite exhausting. But Ritz had a few weaknesses in this world, and one of them was children. The next, by the way, was the elderly. As it happened, this church had both of Ritz's weaknesses: children and the elderly.


He collapsed into the chair he had been sitting in just moments before, and the old priest brought him a cup of hot tea.


"The children are so energetic, you must be tired, traveler. Thank you. It must have been difficult."


The old man said his thanks with a gentle smile. Ritz straightened his posture at the polite attitude.


"No, I'm the one who should be sorry. Showing up suddenly, receiving food..."


"It's quite alright. We all help each other in times of trouble. Are you departing early tomorrow, traveler?"


While reflecting on his own greed, Ritz finally got the chance to tell the old priest his true purpose. He hadn't come all this way just to eat potatoes and play with children.


"You are Father Anton, correct?"


"That I am, but?"


Ritz stood up and bowed his head.


"Forgive my late introduction. I am Ritz Alster, of the Ciedena Spirit Tribe."


At those words, Anton's eyes widened in surprise. He probably thought Ritz was unusual for a member of the Spirit Tribe. But at the next words, he smiled knowingly and stood up.


"I have come on an errand for my father."


"I see, from Karl's place... I have heard the stories, that he has an unusual son."


Ritz didn't know how his father had described him. He gave a wry smile.


"An unusual son... you say?"


He certainly was unusual.


"It's a pleasure to meet you, Ritz-kun. Welcome to Vishnu."


Ritz shook the offered hand, which was wrinkled but warm.


"The pleasure is all mine."


Anton smiled and gestured for him to sit. Ritz complied. As he was about to take a sip of the slightly cooled tea, Anton spoke cheerfully.


"I see, at this time of year, you must be here to press for sweet potatoes?"


He almost burst out laughing. It seemed he had seen right through him the moment he introduced himself.


"Yes, I'm embarrassed to say..."


Apparently, Karl came here every year to press for sweet potatoes. While exasperated with his gluttonous father, Ritz felt pathetic that he was in no position to talk. He was the one who had just devoured baked sweet potatoes upon arrival.


"I was told to give you this. It's a gift."


Ritz took a small package out of his bag. It was small but had some weight to it.


"Thank you. Compared to this, the sweet potatoes are a small price."


Anton accepted it respectfully and opened the package with a smile. Inside was a beautiful bottle filled with liquid.


"Is that... water?"


"Yes, it is water. But it's a special water that's not easy to come by."


"Special water?"


Anton carefully took the bottle out of the box. The bottle sparkled in the lamplight.


"This is the very water of life, blessed by the trees. It's an important water used in the festival after the annual harvest festival, to offer thanks to the Earth Spirit King."


"Water of life... Why would my old man have that?"


Anton answered the tilting Ritz politely.


"This is water from the spring of Ciedena, purified by the spirits of the trees. That's why only the Spirit Tribe who live in that forest can make it."


Ritz recalled seeing his father long ago, scooping lake water into a silver basin with a prayer, while his mother knelt before the water and offered her own prayers. Thinking back now, that must have been the ritual to create the contents of this bottle.


"Will you be taking the sweet potatoes back with you?"


Immersed in the old memory, Ritz was brought back to his senses by those words.


"Please deliver them to Melite. I'm setting out on a journey from here."


Even for Ritz, it was a hassle to return to the forest and start over. If he went back to the forest, he would undoubtedly be at the mercy of his parents again. And going back only to set out again was a waste of effort he'd rather avoid.


"Then I shall have a villager with some free time go to Melite."


"I'm sorry for the trouble."


"Not at all. The holy water is originally a luxury item. It's a cheap price to pay in exchange for sweet potatoes."


"Ah..."


For his gluttonous father, potatoes were surely more important than money. Karl probably prayed things like 'May I be able to trade this for delicious potatoes again this year' when he made the holy water.


"You said just now that you were setting out on a journey. Do you have a destination in mind?"


Asked so suddenly, Ritz came back to his senses.


"No. I don't really have a destination..."


"I see..."


Anton muttered to himself and then fell into thought for a moment. Wondering if it had something to do with him, Ritz silently waited for him to continue.


"...Could you possibly wait a week before you depart?"


Ritz tilted his head at Anton's words after a long thought.


"A week?"


"That's right. Would that be impossible?"


Ritz answered Anton's strangely serious question with a smile.


"I can wait. It's not like I'm in a hurry."


Anton smiled gently, as if relieved.


"That's good, that's good. We have a harvest festival in a week, so you should definitely see it. It's quite lively."


He could sense there was something behind those words, but Ritz chose not to ask. A week or so wouldn't be a problem for this journey. After all, he hadn't even decided where he was going.


"You can stay here until then. We have plenty of private rooms in the orphanage, you see."


"Thank you for your hospitality."


Ritz gratefully accepted Anton's offer. He had seen the village on his way in, but there was no inn. And free was a welcome bonus.


When the conversation paused, Anton asked Ritz a question.


"By the way, you have a rather unusual appearance for a member of the Spirit Tribe. Is your upcoming journey related to that?"


Ritz fell silent for a moment. It wasn't that he couldn't answer, but it was somehow difficult to say. Ritz was on leave, but he was a mercenary. Moreover, he was a mercenary captain who had made a bit of a name for himself on the northern battlefields. For some reason, he felt hesitant to mention that in this peaceful village. Anton seemed to take Ritz's silence in a positive way.


"Hmm, I've asked a rather blunt question for someone I've just met. Would you mind telling me when you feel like it? As a priest, I'm quite good at listening, you see."


Ritz couldn't help but smile at Anton, who said this jokingly and laughed.


"If there's something I can talk about, I might ask you to listen."


"I'll look forward to it."


Anton's face lit up as he said this. He was a gentle person. As different from Ritz's father as heaven and earth. Or maybe it was because he was apparently a friend of that father that he felt at ease. Come to think of it, this old priest who could be friends with that father was probably no ordinary person.


"Well, we have an early start tomorrow, so shall we get some sleep?"


Anton guided him with a smile to a relatively spacious room on the top floor of the orphanage. It was neat and tidy, with nothing superfluous.


After Anton left, Ritz, now alone, looked out the window and saw that the area around the church, which was always lit, was all fields and orchards. It seemed all of this belonged to the church. The children he had played with today probably tended to it. Ritz, who was not good at productive activities, let out a heartfelt sigh at the scene outside the window.


"That's quite something."


Ritz muttered as if it had nothing to do with him, but he had no idea that he would soon experience the vastness of that field firsthand.


IV


In the middle of the night, Anna knocked on the door to Anton's room. The corridor had grown cold, and it was a bit chilly. Without waiting long, the door opened immediately.


"Were you asleep, Father?"


When no one else was around, Anna called Anton 'Father.' It was an agreement they had made since she became his adopted daughter.


"...What is it, at this hour?"


Startled, Anton beckoned her in, and Anna let out a sigh of relief before entering the room. Looking around, she saw that he had still been awake; the lamp was on, and a book was on the desk. At his invitation, Anna sat down in a chair and, as if a dam had burst, began to question Anton.


"Hey, Father, what is that blue orb? When I saw it, I felt kind of nostalgic... but also a little scared, and... I felt strange."


As Anna stared into Anton's eyes, he quietly lowered his gaze. His eyes were fixed on the book on the desk. The book looked like an old diary. Anna couldn't see its contents.


An indescribable anxiety slowly welled up in her heart, and to dispel it, Anna questioned Anton again. If she didn't put it into words, her anxiety felt like it would overflow. Anna had definitely felt it. That orb was the end of something and the beginning of something else.


"You know, I was in bed thinking about that orb the whole time. And then I got scared. I thought you would know something, so I just..."


Anton interrupted the flood of words from Anna with a quiet voice and a smile.


"Listen, Anna, I will definitely tell you about that orb. But not now."


"But, Father..."


Anna didn't miss the subtle wavering in Anton's eyes. It was the first time her adoptive father had made such a face, the first time he had hidden something from her.


"Be a good girl and get some rest now."


Anton smiled gently. Anna somehow understood the meaning of that smile. Anton was also struggling with something. And it was for her sake.


"Will I... be able to stay with you forever?"


Anna voiced her greatest fear. The words did not come from the questioned Anton's mouth.


"I'm your child, right?"


Anxiety grew in the momentary silence. The truth was, Anna was not as old as she looked. She had been raised by Anton for thirty years already. Anna aged at about half the rate of Anton, which was about half the speed of a human.


The reason for Anna's slow growth was not well understood. Since this was a country where the Spirit Tribe lived, Anna herself had baseless thoughts that she might be a child from a union between them. The villagers knew this and had agreed with Anna's thoughts.


When Anton found the still-infant Anna in front of the church, he was in his late thirties. The orphanage had just gotten on its feet, and he was working frantically and was exhausted. But he had heard that meeting Anna brought him a strange sense of peace. People who interacted with Anna said that they gained such a strange sense of peace. It was very pleasing, but of course, since she couldn't interact with herself, Anna herself didn't know.


After learning that Anna aged slowly, Anton separated her from the orphans in the orphanage, registered her as his own adopted daughter, and always kept her by his side. It was because they couldn't keep a child who didn't age in an orphanage for decades.


When Anna saw that orb in the field, the expression that appeared on Anton's face, a face she had grown so accustomed to over the years, was one of unfamiliar sadness. That's why Anna had become anxious.


"Anna, you must remember. If, and this is just a hypothetical, if it ever comes time for you to leave here, the fact that we are parent and child will not change. Do you understand?"


Anton said this calmly and quietly, as always. Anna, consumed by anxiety, could only nod slightly.


"Why do you look so worried? If you were to leave, this church would be in trouble, wouldn't it? So don't worry."


At Anton's words, filled with a gentle laugh, Anna felt a little more at ease. It was true that this orphanage couldn't function with just Anton alone. She convinced herself that she needed to be there.


"I understand. Well, I'm going to bed now."


As Anna was about to leave, Anton called out to her with a bright voice, as if he had just thought of it.


"That's right, from tomorrow, take Ritz-kun to the fields with you. It's good to be in touch with the earth."


"Ritz-kun?"


"Yes. The guest who came today."


So the big man's name was Ritz.


"Yes! Goodnight, Father."


After closing the door, Anna took a deep breath.


"It's okay, I'm his child."


Inside, she was worried about the orb. And she couldn't shake the vague sense of anxiety. But for now, she trusted Anton. It would be okay. Telling herself this in her heart, Anna left Anton's room.
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The next morning at five o'clock sharp.


"Ritz-sa~n, good morni~ng, it's morning~"


Anna called out cheerfully from outside the door. She was dressed in overalls, a long-sleeved shirt, and a straw hat. In Vishnu, this was the natural attire for the morning.


After waiting a short while, she pressed her ear to the door, but there was no response from inside the room. He was probably sound asleep. Since it was pointless to just wait in front of the door like this, she had no choice but to resort to extreme measures. Anna, who had been told by Anton to take him to the fields, showed no mercy.


"Hmm, well, I guess there's no choice."


She had a special technique. Its name was 'The Pounce.' Of course, she wasn't the one doing it. She ordered the children to do it. Usually, the victims were the older children who had become poor risers. Ritz wasn't family, but if he wouldn't wake up, it couldn't be helped.


"Should we do it?"


As if they had been waiting for those words, the children who had been waiting behind Anna swarmed the door. Having played with Ritz the night before, the children looked happy, feeling a sense of familiarity with him. Of course, Anna couldn't suppress the smile on her face either. She was very curious to see how this childlike adult would react to the children's attack.


She put her hand on the doorknob. The knob turned without resistance. The orphanage doors had no locks.


"Alright, go, children!"


"Okay!"


As Anna opened the door and gave the order, the children rushed into the room where Ritz was sleeping. Once they were all inside, Anna quietly closed the door. Preparations complete.


"Gyaaaaaaaah!"


At the sound of Ritz's scream from inside the door, Anna couldn't hold it in and burst out laughing.


"He's getting it, he's getting it."


After a short while, with a sound of frantic shuffling from inside the door, the children burst out, opening the door with great force. The children, playing happily, ran downstairs in an instant.


After another short while, Ritz appeared sluggishly. His head was a mess with bed hair, yet for some reason, his longer back hair was neatly braided. The culprits were clearly the children. Ritz, looking outside the door, seemed to understand who the mastermind was at a glance and scratched his bed-headed hair.


"Listen, Anna... that's your name, right?"


"Yes!"


"Men have a very hard time waking up. And it's extremely dangerous to have people jump on top of them. Do you understand?"


At Ritz's words, Anna puffed out her chest proudly.


"I do not. Because I'm a girl!"


"...That's true..."


Ritz hung his head in defeat and scratched his head again with a sigh.


"If you shout loudly to wake me up, I'll get up, so please spare me this."


As Ritz, stifling a yawn, tried to return to his room, Anna grabbed him from behind.


"Ritz-san, let's go!"


Ritz frowned in confusion.


"Where to?"


"The field!"


"Who?"


"You, Ritz-san."


The expression 'like a pigeon shot with a peashooter' must have been coined for this exact look. Ritz stared intently at Anna with his sleepy, dark brown eyes. Anna met his gaze. Eventually, when it became clear that Anna's words were unshakeable, Ritz asked back hesitantly.


"Why am I going to the field?"


"He who does not work, neither shall he eat. It's the law of the church."


When she said this firmly, Ritz groaned.


"So that's what he meant by 'stay the night'..."


As Ritz hung his head and groaned, Anna smiled brightly at him.


"We're extremely short-handed right now! Come on, let's go!"


When she said this cheerfully, the sullen Ritz sighed. It seemed he had steeled himself to go out to the field.


"...I'll be right there."


With those words, Ritz reluctantly returned to his room. His reaction was so similar to a child who had come to the orphanage after growing up a bit that it was a little amusing. As she waited outside the room, Anton came with clothes in his hands. It was the work clothes and straw hat that Anton usually used.


"He probably doesn't have any work clothes, you see."


With a smile, Anton knocked on the door and went inside. Listening with her ear to the door, she heard Anton's cheerful voice.


"You probably don't have any work clothes, do you? I'm sorry they're mine, but please wear these. They're a little big on me."


"Thank you."


After hearing that much, Anna left the spot. She could hear the children calling for her from downstairs. Anna had to go down and manage the children. So there was no point in eavesdropping on Ritz getting changed. Besides, today's work was to be done in a place visible from the church, so Ritz would be able to find them when he came out after getting ready.


"Anna-neecha~n!"


"Yes, yes, I'm coming right now!"


Anna replied cheerfully and ran down the stairs.


When she got downstairs, the children were all lined up in front of the orphanage door as usual. The orphanage door, which was closed at night, was left unlocked all day.


"Anna-neechan, what are we doing today?"


The children looked at Anna with sparkling eyes. Looking at their expressions, Anna, who had been taking care of the children for about ten years, felt a sense of peace.


Many of the children at the orphanage were always timid or strangely twisted when they first arrived. Of course, some came to the orphanage as infants. But the overwhelming majority came after they were old enough to understand things. Such children must have had a hard time under their parents or relatives.


But when they came to this orphanage, they regained their bright smiles in a few weeks to a few months. Watching that made Anna happy, and as someone who had lived a little longer than a human, she felt a sense of purpose.


Her appearance was young, about the same as the older children, but Anna's heart was quite mature. She wasn't quite her actual age of thirty, but Anna herself considered herself to be in her twenties.


A natural relationship had formed among the orphanage children where the older ones took care of the younger ones. Anna watched over this, but as the sister to all the children, she strove every day to protect and make them happy.


The children of the orphanage usually left between the ages of fifteen and sixteen. Some settled in this village and became farmers or dairy farmers, while others had their own dreams and went to big cities. Of course, some were adopted into wealthy families and lived happily as their children.


For Anna, this orphanage was a home to send the children off to happiness. That's why she cherished her time with the children, and even when doing farm work like this, she never forced them. But most of the children helped out voluntarily with such joy that Anna was always having fun.


"Anna-neechan!"


"Ah, sorry, sorry. Today, we'll split into a group to wash and dry the sweet potato stems we picked yesterday, and a group to make a turnip field for winter! The younger group will come with me down to the stream to wash and dry the stems!"


"Okay!"


"The older group will pull the cart down to the village and get some compost! It's heavy, but do your best!"


"Okay!"


After giving brisk instructions, Anna looked at the orphanage door. Ritz hadn't come yet. She planned to have the tall Ritz help with a job that would suit him, so she couldn't go with the younger children without explaining it to him.


"I wonder where he is..."


She muttered as she looked behind her. And then she realized she hadn't thought of who to pair Ritz with. She looked around and found Harris, the best tree climber.


"Harris, you'll be separate from everyone else today."


"Huh? Why?"


"Can I ask you to take care of the orchard with Ritz-san for the day?"


As Anna said this with a smile, Harris's eyes lit up.


"I'll do it, I'll do it! Yay!"


Harris jumped up and down in high spirits. Come to think of it, Harris was the one who had proactively jumped on Ritz to play with him last night.


"Harris, this isn't playtime, so you have to be serious, okay? Apricot jam is an important source of funds for the church."


"I know, Anna-neechan!"


Looking at the excited Harris, Anna became a little worried.


"I wonder if it'll be okay..."


The sky she looked up at with a sigh was as fine as yesterday. This was perfect weather for farm work.


"Alright, older group, let's go."


"Okay~"


The children cheerily pulled the cart down the church hill. Even just the children, if there were ten of them, could push the cart up the hill. At the Vishnu orphanage, which ran a farm, there were no children who would get tired from something like that. As Anna was seeing the children off, she heard Ritz's voice.


"Hey, I'm here~"


"Okay!"


As she ran back towards Ritz, Anna couldn't help but suppress a laugh. Ritz's farm work attire suited him so poorly it was indescribable. Or rather, Anton's work clothes were completely the wrong size.


The already out-of-place work clothes were short in both arms and legs, and the buttons looked like they were about to burst. And yet, the straw hat perched on his head suited him strangely well. He looked like a scarecrow set up in a field during the wheat harvest season.


It was so amusing that the moment she stood in front of Ritz, she burst out laughing.


"What is it?"


"Ritz-san, it really doesn't suit you~"


"I'm self-conscious about it, so don't say it."


"I'm sorry. But you look like a scarecrow in hand-me-downs..."


When she said this with a laugh, Ritz crossed his arms and fell silent with a sullen look. That posture again made him look like one of the orphanage children, which was amusing. To the silent Ritz, Anna suppressed her laughter and called Harris over.


"This is Harris. Ritz-san, today you'll be working with him to pick fruit."


When she said this and placed a hand on Harris's shoulder, Harris grinned happily and rubbed his nose. Harris was a mischievous boy. He was full of curiosity and always had a cheerful sparkle in his eyes. To such a Harris, Ritz extended his right hand.


"Nice to meet you, kid."


Harris firmly shook Ritz's hand.


"Nice to meet you, old man."


At the gang-leader-style words from Harris, Ritz replied with a formidable smile, a vein popping on his forehead.


"I'm Ritz, your older brother, right?"


"Got it, I'll call you Ritz-niichan."


"That'll do."


Anna narrowed her eyes at their cheerful exchange. It was somehow fun and good. They would probably get along well.


"Well then, I'm off. I'll bring lunch, so do your best until then."


"Huh? Lunch?"


Ritz made a dumbfounded sound.


"Breakfast at the church is at four-thirty. Ritz-san, you didn't wake up, so it's already over."


"Wha..."


"I thought maybe you were tired, Ritz-san, so I didn't wake you up?"


When she said this, Ritz hung his head in defeat again.


"...I missed it."


At his extreme dejection, Anna patted his broad back as if to encourage him.


"Well then, I'll be sure to wake you for breakfast starting tomorrow!"


"Please do."


With a small sigh, Ritz scratched his head and looked at Harris.


"Well then, let's work with lunch to look forward to. Harris, lead the way."


"Roger!"


Watching the two of them leave cheerfully, Anna led the younger children and started walking towards the small stream a little way down the church hill. The baskets each child carried on their back were filled to the brim with the thick parts of the sweet potato stems harvested yesterday.


Anna entered the stream, which had become a little chilly with the feel of autumn, and smiled at the children.


"Alright, let's do our best!"


"Okay!"


"Scrub the sweet potato stems with a brush to get all the dirt off. To eat deliciously, there's nothing but effort!"


"Okay~"


Together with the children, Anna devoted herself to washing the sweet potato stems. After washing them clean, they would hang them in a row on the outer wall of the church. Once they were completely dry, they would gather them and store them.


The long winter in Vishnu was deep with snow. The sweet potato stems were as important a food source as the few types of leafy vegetables that could grow and be preserved under the snow, and the root vegetables that could be stored in the icehouse.


And the apricots that Harris and Ritz were harvesting would be made into jam and preserved. If they made a lot, they would sell it to the neighboring areas, and the villagers would also come in droves to buy the jam when it was ready.


Winter would be here in a few months. If they didn't get the work done when they could, it would be a huge problem in the middle of winter.


While working intently with the children, Anna realized her stomach was growling and looked up. Her shadow had become quite short. It was almost noon.


Anna's stomach clock was frighteningly accurate and had never been wrong.


"Shall we go back for lunch?"


"Okay!"


When she returned to the orphanage with the children, the older group had just come back and were preparing lunch. Today's menu seemed to be sandwiches. Since Ritz was here, she decided to be a little extravagant and made sandwiches with special chicken ham.


But Harris and Ritz were slow to return. At this rate, lunch would be over, and Ritz would have missed two meals. Anna couldn't stand that.


Then I can just bring it to them, she thought. Anna quickly finished her own portion and packed sandwiches for two into a basket. She'd need hand towels, too. And a blanket to sit on.


"Alright everyone, after you finish cleaning up, let's all go spread compost in the field."


"Okay!"


Nodding with a smile at the children's cheerful reply, Anna left the orphanage. She walked leisurely towards the apricot trees in the vast orchard that spread out behind the orphanage. Since the children would do their work properly even without her, Anna could walk with this kind of leisure.


When she reached the area around the apricot trees, she saw the cheerful figures of Ritz and Harris. The large Ritz was climbing a tree as nimbly as a monkey, lightly tossing apricots to Harris. Harris, knowing what to do, caught them softly and put them in the basket on his back so as not to bruise them. Under the apricot tree closest to the orchard entrance, there was another full basket. It seemed the two of them had done a full day's work for the children in charge of the orchard, including Harris.


From the entrance of the orchard, Anna called out to them in a loud voice.


"Harris, Ritz-san, you're forgetting to eat!"


When she called out, their faces lit up with joy. It seemed they were quite hungry. Harris ran over as he was, while Ritz jumped down from the tree without a sound and approached with a leisurely stride.


Happy at their expressions, Anna spread a large cloth on the soft grassy ground. The fluffy, soft cloth danced in the wind. After gently holding it down, she arranged the contents of the basket.


"Today's lunch is sandwiches~"


"Ooh!"


To the two who had hurriedly climbed onto the blanket, Anna offered the sandwiches and puffed out her chest.


"We even have special chicken ham."


"Wow, what a luxury!"


Harris and Ritz exclaimed. They seemed to be quite hungry. And so, Ritz's late breakfast-slash-lunch began. Ritz wiped his face with the towel Anna had brought and let out a big sigh. For some reason, that gesture seemed very old-man-like, which was a little amusing. He looked young, though.


Just when she thought he had a childlike face, he would suddenly make a face like an old man. She had never seen an adult like this. As she watched with a smile, Ritz looked at her strangely.


"Hm? What is it?"


"It's nothing."


Anna looked up at the sky. The sky was high and clear, and the wind rushing through the tree branches and across the grassland felt good.


"It's really autumn~"


When she muttered this, Ritz and Harris, who had been looking up at the sky next to her, also nodded deeply.


"It is autumn."


"It's autumn!"


While eating the sandwiches from the basket, Harris happily told Anna how good Ritz was at climbing trees and how fast he was at picking plums. If you believed everything Harris said, Ritz was so good at climbing trees that he couldn't be human, and he was as nimble as a circus acrobat.


When Anna glanced at Ritz, he was listening silently with a wry smile. He seemed a little embarrassed.


"Ritz-san, you're like a monkey."


When Anna said this, Ritz sighed.


"Hey, is that a compliment?"


Looking at Ritz, who said this with a wry smile, Anna nodded vigorously and cheerfully.


"Yes!"


"...Then I guess it's okay."


After saying that, Ritz popped the half-eaten sandwich into his mouth. Anna, who had already finished her meal, poured warm tea from the pot for Ritz and Harris. It was already lukewarm, but the two were happy, saying they were thirsty.


Even after the meal was over, the three of them just lazed around. The day's work in the orchard was done, and since they were slacking off in the orchard behind the orphanage, no one would know.


So Anna asked Ritz various things. One of them was 'why did you come to the church starving?' At that, Ritz's face suddenly turned sour and he fell silent, but he eventually gave in to Anna and Harris's 'why, why' attack and began to speak in a mumble.


Ritz's father was a man of tremendous appetite, and had apparently eaten the entire contents of the lunchbox Ritz's mother had packed for him. On top of that, he had even devoured all the rations Ritz had set aside for his journey, which was just徹底している.


"He must be a father who really loves to eat."


"It's not that gentle. That's what you call an abnormal appetite."


"Hmm. I'll remember that."


Anna nodded deeply. So that's what a person with an abnormal appetite is called. Ritz looked at Anna with a strange expression.


"What are you remembering?"


"Huh? A person who really loves to eat is a person with an abnormal appetite, right?"


Ritz looked a little dumbfounded, then scratched the back of his head.


"...You... are interesting."


"? Thank you."


"That wasn't exactly a compliment..."


"?"


Then Ritz told the two of them about his travels. Ritz wasn't a soldier, but a 'mercenary' who wandered around the world. Anna didn't really understand the difference, but it seemed he was definitely a person who fought in wars. That's why he had traveled not only in the Yuresla Kingdom but also to foreign countries.


Ritz was so unusual that Anna and Harris asked him all sorts of questions, but in the middle of it, Ritz gently placed his hand on Anna's head and sighed.


"...I thought you were mature for your looks, but are you perhaps more naive than Harris?"


"Naive, you say?"


"Yeah. Has no one ever told you that?"


"No. Because in Vishnu, I'm known for being responsible."


When she declared this, for some reason, Ritz's eyes narrowed nostalgically and he chuckled.


"I see."


That smile from Ritz was gentler than before, which made her a little happy. She didn't know why, but Ritz seemed somehow happy.


Such a peaceful time flowed quietly, and about two hours after Anna arrived, a girl from the orphanage came running to them in a hurry.


"Nee-chan, a lot of people from the village came."


"Did something happen?"


Her expression tightened, and she bent her knees to meet the child's eyes. The girl looked up at Anna anxiously.


"They said something terrible happened."


"Terrible?"


"Yeah. Everyone has scary faces."


The girl's eyes darted around fearfully. This child had only been here for a little over a year, so Anna knew well that she was easily flustered. But something serious was happening that would scare this girl. And adults were at the church. Without a doubt, something had happened in the village.


Anna took the girl's hand and stood up.


"I'm going to go back and see."


"What happened?"


When she turned her gaze, Ritz was sitting up and looking at Anna, asking the question. Anna met his eyes and answered.


"I don't know, but adults only come to the church when something has happened in the village. So I think something must have happened in the village, but..."


She didn't know what it was, and that made her anxious, so she decided to go. Then Ritz, who seemed to have sensed something, quietly stood up.


"Should I go too? I might be of some help."


For a moment, she was about to say no, but Anna reconsidered. If something serious had happened in the village, an adult's help would be appreciated, and since Ritz was a mercenary, he would be strong.


"Please."


"Sure."


"What about me, what about me?"


After looking at the questioning Harris, Anna entrusted the girl she was holding hands with to him.


"Harris, take this girl back with you."


"Huh!?"


Thinking he had been left out despite having been together until now, Harris pouted.


"And please clean this up. Go straight back to the orphanage. Ritz-san and I will go directly to the church."


"Aww, I want to go too!"


But Anna looked Harris in the eye and took a firm stance. If something happened and a child got involved, Anna wouldn't be able to forgive herself. To Anna, all the children in the orphanage were her own younger brothers and sisters.


"No. Please."


"But..."


"If something happened to you all, Father Anton would be sad, and I would be sad too. So please go back to the orphanage."


When she told him, looking straight into his eyes, Harris nodded, though his lips were pursed.


"...Okay."


"Then, I'm counting on you."


Saying so, Anna gently patted Harris and the girl's heads with a smile and started walking towards the church. Ritz followed behind her.


"You're a strange one, can't tell if you're a kid or an adult."


"Do you think so? I can't tell with you either, Ritz-san."


When she said this casually, Ritz stopped for a moment, then started walking again as if nothing had happened. After a while, Ritz spoke to Anna quietly.


"I hope it's not an accident."


"Yeah."


She nodded at the calm, adult voice. She really hoped it wasn't an accident. She wished nothing had happened. In this peaceful village, disturbances rarely occurred. That's why Anna was filled with anxiety and half-ran towards the church.


By the time the two of them arrived in front of the church, a large number of people had gathered there. Most of them were dairy farmers who had large pastures a little way from the town.


"Father!"


When Anna called out, the people all turned to look at her at once. Their expressions were anything but ordinary. Everyone was pale, their faces tense. In the center stood Anton, with an equally serious expression.


"Anna."


"What's wrong, Father?"


"...A large pack of silver foxes has appeared around the dairy farms."


"Huh...?"


Anna was at a loss for words at Anton's statement. There were two types of foxes that lived near Vishnu. One was a yellowish, cute fox with perky ears. This appearance made it a familiar fox that often appeared in children's picture books.


The other was the silver fox that Anton had just mentioned. It had a gray coat, and as it grew older, its fur turned silver. It was more than twice the size of a normal fox and was smarter than a fox. On top of that, they moved in packs of ten or more, so if left alone, they could wipe out all the cows on a single farm.


Very occasionally, Vishnu was attacked by silver foxes, brown bears, or large poisonous snakes, but until now, they had been protected by the water barrier created by Anton, so there had never been any major damage. The fact that they had appeared now meant that the barrier had weakened for some reason.


"Father, could it be because of that big storm the other day?"


A villager groaned anxiously.


"Hmm. There was a landslide along the river, wasn't there."


"Yes."


"Then we must reinforce that area."


Anton nodded calmly. This summer, a big storm had brought a rare heavy rain to Vishnu. Because of that, several high banks along the river had collapsed in landslides. Fortunately, there were no injuries or deaths, but the ranchers had been greatly affected. And now, silver foxes. This was too tragic for the ranchers.


Losing a large number of cows would directly impact their income. They had to do something quickly.


The moment Anna was about to open her mouth to say she would go too, Anton, for some reason, looked not at Anna, but at Ritz.


"Ritz-kun, you were on a journey, weren't you?"


Ritz, asked so suddenly, answered with some confusion.


"Yes."


"How long have you been traveling?"


"Let's see..."


Saying so, Ritz looked at Anna and placed a hand on her head.


"I've been traveling for more than twice her age."


The many people who had gathered murmured at those words. More than Anna's age meant more than sixty years. Anna also nodded deeply. That was amazing. To have been traveling for so long was no exaggeration to say that he had overcome many crises.


For some reason, Ritz, the one who had spoken, seemed confused as he bathed in the astonished gazes of all the villagers. Come to think of it, did Ritz know Anna's age, she wondered. She hadn't told him herself.


Thinking about it, Ritz also looked to be in his twenties, but to say he had been traveling for more than twice Anna's age was a strange thing to say. But as if pulling himself together, Ritz looked at Anton with a stern expression.


"Did something happen?"


Anton nodded with a grave expression.


"Hmm, a cow was attacked at a ranch on the outskirts of the village. It seems the culprits are a pack of silver foxes."


"Silver foxes... you say?"


"That's right. And it seems to be a rather large pack. Moreover, the leader of the pack is said to be large. It must have lived for quite a few years."


"...That's a problem."


"It is indeed."


The ranchers also nodded deeply in agreement with Anton. It seemed from this that they were helpless. Of course, Anna would be helpless too. Silver foxes become very clever as they age. And their speed doesn't change.


This land, which belonged to the highlands, was much more prone to wild animals than the area near the traveler's highway. After all, if you went for about half a day, you would reach a forested area connected to the vast Ciedena Forest, and until then, it was a gentle grassland area that was almost untouched by human hands. There was no shortage of dens for wild animals.


That's why Anton had set up a barrier to prevent wild animals from entering such ranches. The barrier used the power of water, and Anton was most skilled at this technique and could manipulate it at will.


And Anton used the power of healing. Anyone injured in this village, unless it was something very serious, would be saved by Anton's healing power. But he was quite bad at other techniques and always laughed, saying that he was a second-rate water spirit user. Even so, these two powers were the most important for protecting the village as a priest.


"So I have a request..."


Anton spoke with a heavy heart.


"Yes."


"Would you come with me to deal with the silver foxes?"


"Huh?"


For some reason, Ritz's mouth fell open.


"Together, you say?"


"Would that be alright?"


"That would be fine. But..."


To the still-confused Ritz, Anton patted his shoulder with a broad smile.


"It's decided then. Well, let's get changed and depart immediately."


"Understood."


Ritz nodded and, at Anton's prompting, headed to the orphanage to change. It would indeed be difficult to move in those clothes that were as short as a scarecrow's.


"Um, Father. What about me?"


"Anna, you stay here and mind the house."


Spoken to calmly, Anna bit her lip. It was always Anna's role to help Anton. Even when there was a medical emergency, or when someone was injured and called for, Anna always accompanied Anton.


Anna was a water spirit user. And Anton himself had taught her that she was a higher-ranking spirit user than him. Anna, who was said to have been loved by the water spirits since birth, had naturally talked and played with water. That's why she wanted to be of help to Anton in a situation that might be dangerous.


But Anton smiled gently.


"It will be alright, Anna."


"But..."


"I'll be back soon, so please prepare dinner. I'm counting on you."


Anton told Anna in a tone that, despite his smile, left no room for argument. Then he reassured the villagers, sent them home, and entered the church to prepare himself. While helping him, Anna was still not convinced.


She thought Ritz was a likable person, but she wasn't quite sure if he was someone who could protect her precious adoptive father's life. And Anna wanted to protect Anton herself. She was confident she could. Yet in a situation she knew would be dangerous, Anna was to stay at home. This would have been unthinkable before.


As if unaware of Anna's anguish, Anton put on a long priest's robe over his everyday clothes and took up a silver staff. The staff, with its dull shine, was an important item that enhanced Anton's power.


When Ritz came down, dressed as he was when he arrived at the church with his greatsword on his back, Anton smiled quietly.


"Shall we go?"


Despite the situation, Anton invited Ritz as if they were just going for a walk. Anna realized that Anton was speaking calmly so as not to worry her. Something was definitely different from usual.


"Let's go."


Ritz, who had nodded, sent a glance at Anna. When she looked up at Ritz, filled with anxiety, he smiled a little and placed a hand on her head.


For some reason, the moment he did that, courage welled up within her. If she was worried and wanted to help... she should just follow them.


After seeing the two of them walk away, Anna rushed back to the dining hall. The children were all there, their work forgotten due to the commotion.


"Everyone! Tonight's dinner is sweet potato and yogurt salad with raisins, and bolognese! I'm going out, so please get it ready!"


Leaving the bewildered children behind, Anna ran off. She knew where the two of them were going. So she could just take a little shortcut and watch from hiding. If Ritz was incredibly strong and there was nothing for her to do, she could just sneak back home, and if not, Anna would help. That way, Anton would not be in danger.


If something happened to Anton, Anna wouldn't know what to do. They weren't related by blood, but Anton was the most important father to Anna.
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About thirty minutes of brisk walking from the church brought the two of them to the ranch. The vast ranch seemed to be in the middle of haymaking, with bundles of hay scattered here and there. But they were not arranged in an orderly fashion. Something had scattered them.


Inside the wooden fence of the ranch, several large silver foxes with bodies as black as if they had emerged from the darkness, and eyes that glittered red, were menacingly staring at them. Red blood dripped like threads from their mouths.


"This is terrible..."


Ritz muttered under his breath. More than ten cows had been killed, so this farm would suffer a great loss. Fortunately, it seemed not all of them had been wiped out, as frightened moos could be heard from here and there. In any case, they had to drive away the silver foxes.


"Does this always happen?"


Ritz asked quietly, and Anton shook his head.


"It's rare for them to come this close to a human settlement. I hope it's not a bad omen."


"I see."


The silver foxes were slowly wagging their bushy, large tails at Ritz and Anton, in a show of intimidation. Their light gray eyes glared at them, full of undisguised wariness. It seemed they were angry that their meal had been interrupted.


While traveling near mountains or forests, one often encounters silver foxes. Like most wild animals, they rarely attack unless provoked. However, when the forest is ravaged and food becomes scarce, they may attack villages as an exception.


They usually move in packs of several dozen. This pack was relatively small, but dealing with them becomes difficult if there is a wise leader. It seemed this pack followed that pattern.


"It pains my heart to fight creatures created by the same goddess, but it cannot be helped."


Anton muttered this quietly. Priests were high-ranking spirit users, and although their philosophies differed depending on the temple of the spirit king they belonged to, he had heard that they basically treated all living things with the same compassion as the goddess. So Anton, too, would not like to kill living things.


But the duty of one who protects the village is to ensure the safety of the villagers. Ritz knew this because it was what his father, Karl, had done in the settlement of Melite. Anton seemed to know this well too, and after a small sigh, he held his staff in front of him, closed his eyes, and began to mutter something.


Listening closely, it seemed to be a small prayer. As Ritz paid attention to the front while listening, it seemed to be a memorial prayer for the demonic dogs that were about to be defeated. *What a clergyman*, Ritz thought, strangely impressed. Such a thought would never have occurred to Ritz.


"Let's go, Ritz-kun, are you ready?"


At Anton's leisurely call, Ritz answered briefly.


"Anytime."


As the two of them jumped over the ranch fence and entered, the silver foxes all raised their heads at once and prepared to face them.


"Ritz-kun, don't get in front of me!"


Anton's sharp voice stopped Ritz, who was about to dash forward. Anton stood in front of the attacking silver foxes, closed his eyes, and offered a prayer.


Surprised by this action, Ritz decided to trust him and fight the silver foxes coming from other directions. Father Anton must have his own ideas. In that case, all he could do was back Anton up.


As Ritz was single-mindedly swinging his greatsword at the silver foxes in front of him, Anton's resonant voice echoed in his ears.


"O Spirit of Water that heals the earth, grant me your power!"


From the staff held in front of him, a swirling shield of water appeared. The silver foxes, momentarily daunted by the shining shield, charged at Anton again when they saw that nothing was happening.


That was what Anton had been aiming for. There was no trace of anxiety or fear on Anton's face; he was completely calm.


After drawing them in as much as possible, Anton raised his staff again and offered his words.


"O shield that protects the Water Spirit, pierce the enemy!"


With that voice, the shield that had been protecting Anton in a swirl turned into a high-speed vortex and sent the silver foxes flying with fierce momentum. The power of water, when its speed increases, can shatter even rocks. The silver foxes, slammed to the ground, collapsed on the spot, unable to move.


"Awesome!"


Ritz, who had just mowed down several silver foxes as if he were cutting grass, paused for a moment to watch the scene and let out a voice of admiration. He had never thought he would meet such a powerful spirit magic user in a church in such a rural area.


"Ritz-kun, has the number of silver foxes decreased considerably?"


Anton, who still seemed to have plenty of energy left, asked Ritz while keeping his gaze fixed forward.


"It has decreased a lot."


"Hmm, then I would like to set up a barrier on this ranch and catch them all in one go. Can I entrust you with the task of herding them and protecting me?"


Ritz was momentarily at a loss for an answer. It was true that the number of silver foxes here had decreased considerably. But their speed was such that even the nimble Ritz couldn't keep up. It would be difficult to perfectly handle both offense and defense with so many of them.


"I can't guarantee perfection, but to some extent."


When he answered honestly, Anton nodded.


"Hmm. That will do. Once the barrier is up, they will retreat at once."


"...I see."


In other words, it would be over in a short time, so he just had to hold out for that short time.


"Then, shall we?"


"Whenever you're ready."


"Hmm."


Anton held his staff straight and began to slowly chant a prayer.


"O Spirit of Water that flows through the earth, hear my plea. To protect this undefiled green land, grant me your pure source of life..."


While making sure there were no silver foxes around the praying Anton, Ritz cut down the remaining ones or drove them outside the fence. Although the number of silver foxes had decreased, there were still about ten of them. Even if they were weak individually, they were faster, and he was alone, protecting someone. He couldn't let his guard down.


Anton's prayer continued. He could see water begin to well up from under Anton's feet. The water ran along the ground like a spring, gradually spreading out to form a circle on this pasture.


The water, illuminated by the dazzling sunlight, shone as it crawled along the ground. The pasture began to glow as it was slowly submerged in water. Moreover, the flow of water was not absorbed downward; the mirror-like, clear surface of the water quietly and slowly spread out in ripples, with Anton at the center.


It was a major technique. He was trying to destroy the remaining silver foxes and create a perfect barrier in this place. Since this ranch was on the outskirts of the village, if he put up a proper barrier here, the village would certainly be safe.


But should he be doing it now?


A question arose in Ritz's mind. Wouldn't it be better to do it after defeating the enemy?


Even so, Ritz had a duty to protect Anton. This was not the time for such questions. A moment's carelessness could be fatal.


Most of the silver foxes were cornered within the barrier that Anton was trying to create. Judging the timing to be right, Ritz shouted to Anton.


"You can get them all in one go now!"


Anton nodded forcefully in response.


"O Spirit of Water, the power of protection to keep this land pure..."


But Anton couldn't finish his words. From a completely different direction from where the enemy had been... that is, the direction from which Ritz and the others had come, several silver foxes rushed towards Anton to attack.


It was big. This was the true leader of the pack.


The silver foxes had read the situation and had split into two groups before they arrived, hiding in the grass. It was an unforeseen calculation that there was something with such wisdom in this pack.


"Damn it!"


There was some distance from Anton. The silver fox would attack Anton before Ritz could reach him.


"Damn!"


Just as both Anton and Ritz resigned themselves to not being able to make it in time, a scream-like cry rose from behind them.


"Please, Water Dragon! Save my father!"


With that voice, something unbelievable happened. A huge column of water erupted from Anton's water barrier.


"What?"


What he thought was a column of water was a large dragon made of water. The Water Dragon roared, leaped out of the water, and attacked the silver foxes that were closing in on Anton. Its fierce fangs of water mercilessly pierced and crushed the silver foxes.


"A dragon user..."


Ritz held his breath. In all his long years of travel, this was the first time he had seen a Water Dragon controlled by a spirit user.


The Water Dragon then attacked the remaining silver foxes. Its form, with its transparent scales sparkling in the sunlight and creating a spray of water, was not so much fearsome as it was beautiful and divine.


While mowing down the silver foxes that had somehow escaped the Water Dragon and were heading towards him, Ritz headed for Anton.


"Father Anton, the barrier, quickly!"


Prompted by Ritz, Anton finally came to his senses and offered the rest of his prayer.


"O Spirit of Water, grant me and this land the power of protection to keep it pure!"


Ripples began to form on the surface of the water, drawing a strange pattern. It was a mysterious sight, as if an invisible hand was drawing a picture.


When the pattern was complete, the water shone with a particular brilliance. The remaining silver foxes screamed as if they were being burned by the brilliance and fled with desperate expressions.


Eventually, a gentle quiet returned to the pasture. The peaceful chirping of birds and the mooing of cows, which had been inaudible until now, could be heard. It was all over.


"Father! Father, are you alright?"


Barely taking the time to return the Water Dragon to its original water form, Anna ran over, half in tears. It was Anna who had summoned that Water Dragon.


Among spirit users, those who could handle dragons were few. Those with the power to handle dragons were called dragon users. They were the highest rank among spirit users, and it was said that even the high priests of the temples of each spirit king did not possess that power. They were such a huge force that having just one in an army could change the course of a battle.


And yet, he had never dreamed that a girl, in a place like this, could wield it.


"Ah, thank you, Anna."


As Anton smiled at her, tears welled up in Anna's eyes.


"If... if something had happened to you, Father, I wouldn't have known what to do!"


Anton gently comforted the crying Anna as she clung to him.


"It's alright, it's alright."


Ritz watched the parent and child with a smile. They were adoptive parent and child, yet so different from his own.


But Ritz knew firsthand that there were bonds thicker than blood.


Watching Anna and Anton, he was reminded of such things. Returning to Yuresla like this after so long brought back nostalgic faces. He wondered if they were well. He wanted to see them, but they were too far away, and without some kind of opportunity, he might never see them again.


Ritz sighed softly. It was too selfish of him to want to see them now, after running away.


In the end, it took about thirty minutes for Anna to calm down. When they asked her what had happened, she said she had been watching them from behind the whole time, without being noticed by Ritz or Anton. Since she had gone ahead and hidden in the shadows, she had been the first to notice the presence of the silver foxes that were also hiding and watching.


"I'm sorry, Father."


"You don't have to apologize, Anna."


"Yes. I'm sorry, Ritz-san."


Anna apologized to Ritz, her nose still stuffy from crying so much. It was Ritz who should be apologizing.


"No, I'm the one who's sorry. For not being able to protect your father."


When he said this honestly, Anna shook her head vigorously. She seemed to want to say that wasn't true. It was Anton who spoke those words instead.


"It's quite alright, Ritz-kun. It's rare to see a pack of that size."


"I'm sorry."


"Not at all, don't mind it."


Saying so, Anton sat down on a nearby tree stump.


"Anna, could you go back first and prepare a bath? We've gotten quite dirty."


At Anton's words, Anna asked with a worried face.


"What about you, Father?"


"I'll rest for a bit and then return with Ritz-kun. I'd like to take a short break."


Anton gave Ritz a look. Ritz, not understanding, nodded.


"Okay. I understand. I'll go on ahead."


After stopping her tears and runny nose, Anna ran off towards the church at a trot. After a while, Anton, wiping the sweat that had broken out all over his body, looked up at Ritz and muttered.


"Well, I've really worked my old bones to the limit."


"Thank you for your hard work."


To Ritz, who replied with a smile, Anton smiled and slowly gazed in the direction Anna had run off. To the silent Anton, Ritz quietly began to speak.


"You have something you want to say to me, don't you? That's why you sent Anna back and kept me here."


But Anton didn't answer and stood up.


"Shall we talk as we walk?"


Ritz asked the back of the walking Anton a question.


"You are a man of great skill. You're not someone who belongs in a rural place like this. Am I wrong?"


It was strange for a priest who could wield water so magnificently to be in a church in this remote area. A priest with great power should be at the main temple, or at the great cathedral in the capital of each country. Anton answered the question without turning back.


"A little while ago, there was a great water user at the main temple of the Water Spirit King. He had skill, but he couldn't keep up with the competition for promotion in the temple. What he chose was not promotion, but to help people, and because of that, he was often sent out to remote villages for work."


Without stopping, but with a hint of nostalgia, Anton spoke quietly.


"When that man went to a small village to save it from a drought, he noticed that there was no priest at the village's water church. On top of that, dangerous wild animals often attacked the village. At this rate, the village was in danger. He was tired of the competition, so he decided to live there and protect the village as the church's priest. Of course, the main temple tried to stop him, but the man was prepared to be excommunicated, so the temple gave in and gave him a small church."


Anton, who had turned around, smiled a little sadly.


"It's an old man's story, though."


Ritz couldn't ask any more. It was probably true, but it probably wasn't the whole story. But there was no need to hear it. That would be rude. To such a Ritz, Anton smiled and asked gently.


"Ritz-kun, you realized I was testing you, didn't you?"


"Yes."


So it was true. Anton had deliberately put himself in danger to test Ritz. If he was going to put up a barrier, he could have done it after driving away all the silver foxes. But instead, he put up a barrier in that situation with a large number of enemies remaining, entrusting himself to Ritz.


"But why?"


The answer to Ritz's question was Anton's sad smile.


"Could you please not ask now? I will tell you, I promise."


"I understand."


Looking at Anton's face, Ritz couldn't ask any more. For some reason, there was a quiet sadness and loneliness there.


On the heavy journey back, Anton asked Ritz about the path he had taken in his life. While talking as much as he could, Ritz somehow started talking to Anton about the purpose of his journey. Anton was an acquaintance of Karl's, and he knew about Ritz's age, the fact that Ritz had been away from home for a considerable number of years, and what he had been doing in Yuresla in the past, so it was easy to talk to him. It seemed Karl complained here every year when he came to pick up potatoes.


Anton was a good listener, as befitting a priest of the church, and Ritz naturally found himself talking about the mysterious jewel. Perhaps he wanted someone who he would probably never meet again after leaving this place to listen to his story. It was easier to talk to a stranger than to family, as he didn't have to be as careful.


But when Anton heard the story of the jewel, his eyes widened and he stopped in his tracks.


"Ritz-kun, could you show me that jewel?"


At Anton's words, Ritz took the jewel that he had carelessly put away from his pocket and placed it in the hand of the stopped Anton. Anton stood there with the jewel in his hand, lost in thought.


"Father Anton?"


With a breath that was more like a deep sigh, Anton looked up at the sky and muttered.


"Fate."


"Sir?"


"I think I can entrust it to you."


"Huh?"


Unable to hear the small mutter, Ritz asked again, but Father Anton just smiled.


"Where are you heading from here?"


Returning the jewel, he began to walk again, and at Anton's sudden change of topic, Ritz was momentarily confused, but he quickly answered with a smile.


"To Saradio. It's the biggest city around here. Maybe something interesting will happen."


"I see, Saradio..."


"I haven't decided where to go from there. But well, until I find a purpose, I thought I'd wander around Yuresla for a while since it's been so long."


When Ritz said this, Anton muttered something. He couldn't hear the voice, but it didn't feel like the right atmosphere to ask, so he quietly continued his own story.


"Fortunately or unfortunately, I have plenty of time, so I thought I'd take a long, leisurely journey without rushing."


Hearing that, Father Anton smiled sadly.


"From my perspective, it's as if you live for eternity. You... and that child too."


After saying that, Father Anton fell silent, as if deep in thought.


"As if living for eternity...?"


He couldn't hear the latter half, but the words struck a chord with Ritz. He fell into a sea of thought.


Without saying a word to each other, the two of them walked back in silence.


VII


For a while after that, the days continued, busy but fulfilling, as was usual for this time of year. There was a mountain of work to be done before the harsh winter that was soon to come.


Ritz, who should have been a guest, was for some reason kept here and was still picking fruit in the orchard with Harris. Anna and the others were plowing the wheat fields for the harsh winter ahead. Wheat sprouts and grows under the snow. Since the harvest time is early in the highlands, they had to sow the seeds soon.


The villagers were practicing a dance to dedicate to the Earth Spirit King for the harvest festival. The sound of it occasionally drifted on the wind and could be heard intermittently in the church's orchard. Anna was also teaching the orphanage children the song they would sing at the harvest festival.


Peaceful days where nothing changed, nothing happened. Happy days that she thought would continue forever.


Ritz, who had said he was a mercenary, seemed to have completely gotten used to this life, playing calmly with the children and telling Anna boring jokes. Having defeated the silver foxes, Ritz was treated as a bit of a hero in this village. To the children, he was an object of admiration.


Ritz seemed to find this a little embarrassing, and whenever he was praised, he would deny it and scratch his head. Anna had noticed that this seemed to be his gesture when he was troubled. She wondered why he was troubled when he was being praised, as he should just accept it honestly, but Ritz wouldn't tell her the reason when she asked.


Such daily life came to an abrupt end on the night before the harvest festival. Anna, who was about to go to bed, was summoned to the church sanctuary by Anton, along with Ritz. The children were already asleep for tomorrow's festival. When Anna entered the sanctuary with Ritz, Anton was in the process of decorating the pedestal with the water Ritz had brought for tomorrow.


"Ah, you've come."


Anton smiled and welcomed the two of them, inviting them to sit in the church pews. Anna offered the seat to Ritz, the guest, first, then sat down herself.


"Father, what did you want to talk about?"


Sensing the slightly heavy atmosphere, Anna asked in a bright, cheerful manner to change the mood. Anton smiled calmly as usual and spoke gently not to Anna, who had addressed him, but to the bewildered Ritz.


"Ritz-kun, I'm sorry to ask, but could you show me that orb again?"


At Anton's sudden words, Ritz, though bewildered, slowly took out the strangely colored jewel from his pocket.


"That's mine!"


Anna, who had blurted this out loudly, hastily covered her mouth. She had been taught since she was a child that loud voices were strictly forbidden in the church.


Ritz, looking at Anna suspiciously, had stopped his hand. Regretting that she had rudely accused Ritz in a thieving manner, Anna closed her mouth. Smiling at the two of them, Anton prompted Ritz and took the orb. The orb was carefully placed on the altar by Anton's hand.


A mysterious light filled the air. Then Anton carefully opened a small box that was there.


Inside was another, completely identical jewel. Anton carefully took out the orb and placed it quietly next to Ritz's orb.


"That's... the same as this...?"


Ritz leaned forward, comparing the two orbs intently. Anna, too, leaned forward. The mysterious glow of the two orbs looked exactly the same.


"Anna, listen carefully. This orb is the only clue to your parents."


At Father Anton's sudden confession, Anna was speechless. She had thought about her parents more than a few times, but to her now, Anton was her only parent. To suddenly be told about a clue to her parents was just confusing.


"...Father?"


Anna looked up at Anton. At her pleading voice, Anton just smiled gently.


"It was on the day of the harvest festival, exactly thirty years ago. A basket was placed on the altar of this church. Inside was you, a small suckling infant, a letter, and this orb."


"...Thirty years ago?"


Ritz's surprised voice cut in. Ritz hadn't known about that yet.


"Ah, I haven't told you yet. Anna is turning thirty this year. She seems to be some kind of demi-human, but I don't know."


Stared at with such a serious gaze, Anna, not knowing what to do, nodded vaguely.


"I see..."


Ritz nodded as if he had understood deeply. It seemed he had noticed from Anna's behavior that she was different from a child of her apparent age. Seeing that Ritz had understood, Anton continued his story.


"The letter only said, 'This child's name is Anna Myers. Due to circumstances, we cannot raise her. Please take care of this child. This orb will activate when the child needs it.' Strangely enough, the orb, despite being kept carefully in a box, disappeared at some point. I never thought it would be buried in a field."


Anton's gaze was fixed on that mysterious orb. Perhaps the scene of the day Anna was abandoned at this church was replaying in his mind.


Anna and Ritz silently waited for Father Anton's next words.


"When that orb was discovered, it lit up and floated in front of you, didn't it? And then Ritz-kun appeared with the same thing. I thought that the time had finally come, that this was a sign that it was time to set out on a journey."


"A journey...?"


"That's right. 'It will activate when needed.' I thought this must be that time. That's why I asked Ritz-kun, who visited that day, to stay for a week. And it was the right decision."


Those words filled her with anxiety. Anna stared at Anton in confusion.


"You seem to have gotten along well with Ritz-kun, so there's no need to worry."


Anton said this with a smile. Next to her, Ritz nodded with an expression of understanding. Anna also had a feeling. Anton had probably been thinking of sending Anna on a journey since the day Ritz arrived. That's why he had Ritz do farm work that he would never have a guest do.


Anton had wanted Anna and Ritz to get along so that they could successfully proceed on their upcoming journey. In other words, he had decided to send Anna on a journey.


"Do you understand, Anna?"


At Father Anton's quiet words, Anna shook her head violently. She understood what Anton was thinking. She understood, but she had never thought of going on a journey. She had always thought she would stay in this village forever, succeed Father Anton, and become a priest of the church.


And yet, to leave this village...


Anna trembled with the fear and loneliness of leaving her hometown.


As if understanding Anna's feelings, Anton suddenly burst into a hearty laugh. Anna and Ritz were surprised by the voice that suddenly broke the silence of the quiet church.


"What are you so worried about? It's not as if it's a final farewell."


Anna, consumed by anxiety, relaxed at the maximum smile of a father that appeared on Anton's face. If Anna threw a tantrum here, this conversation might be called off. But for some reason, Anna knew that if she did, Anton would be sad.


Anton was now, with all his love, trying to let go of Anna's hand to give her a new step forward. Anna, who had seen the meeting and parting of many children, understood that well.


People always need a reason to set out on a journey. The children of the orphanage leave at the age of fifteen for employment or to fulfill their dreams. But Anna, who didn't age like a human, had never had a reason to leave the orphanage.


Then this might be her first and last chance. After all, Ritz had the same jewel as Anna, a fateful encounter.


"When you finish your journey, you can come back and we can live together again. There's no need to be so serious."


That might just be a pretext for him to send Anna on a journey. But Anna decided to believe it. In that case, there was no hesitation.


"That's right, when I find out about my parents on my journey, I can come back again, right?"


She felt as if something had been cleared up. For some reason, she had felt that going on a journey would be a final farewell to this village and Anton. Anna felt a little ashamed of the shallowness of her own thinking.


"Ritz-san is going home after his journey ends too, right?"


When she confirmed this cheerfully, Ritz smiled and nodded. Then she could accept that a journey did not mean a final farewell, but a short parting.


"It seems you've finally made up your mind. Listen, Anna, even if I find out who your real parents are, I will always be your father. Go with peace of mind."


When Anton said this gently, Anna hugged him.


"Father, you have to stay healthy! You have to!"


Father Anton seemed to be able to do nothing but nod. They had never been apart for thirty years, and now for the first time, she was leaving this place. It was lonely, but also exciting, and her heart felt like it was pounding.


A new world, something new, new friends. She might meet all sorts of things.


"Well, shall we go?"


"Yes!"


The parent and child had this moving scene, and for some reason, Ritz was watching with a stunned expression. Anna had no idea why Ritz was making such a face, but without paying him any mind, Anton smiled at Ritz.


"Well then, Ritz-kun, I don't think my daughter will be a burden, so I'm counting on you."


Anton grabbed Ritz's shoulders firmly with both hands, a broad smile on his face. Anna, his adopted daughter, knew well that no one could refuse a request from Anton in this state. As expected, Ritz nodded with a strained smile.


"...I'll take care of her."


And so, Anna's journey was decided.


VIII


The morning of the harvest festival was incredibly early. Anna, who had been packing late last night, came to Ritz's room early in the morning as usual and shook him awake herself. The children had already left, so the only ones in the orphanage now were Anna, Ritz, and Anton.


Ritz, who was usually a poor riser, woke up smoothly today for some reason. Perhaps Anna's tension had been transmitted to him.


If the children came back and they saw each other, she might lose the will to set out on her journey, so she hurriedly led Ritz to the back of the orchard. Ritz, as if he understood, nodded lightly, picked up his few belongings with ease, and followed Anna silently.


Anna's attire was also already that of a traveler; instead of her usual work clothes, she wore a knee-length, sturdy overall skirt over a cream-colored long-sleeved shirt. And she had a large shoulder bag slung diagonally across her. This bag was not new; it was a sturdy bag that Anton had used when he was a traveling priest, which Anna had remade with her favorite fabric. So it was a little big for Anna, but it was just right for carrying her belongings.


As the two of them walked in silence, the songs of the little birds, excited by the morning, reached their ears. The sunlight filtering through the trees swayed with the fresh morning light, illuminating the ground.


It was hard to believe she would be leaving this place soon. She had thought she would stay in this village forever and spend her whole life here.


When she reached a small clearing in the orchard, Anna stopped, took a deep breath, and looked up at Ritz.


"Ritz-san."


"Hm?"


"Thank you for taking me with you."


When she bowed her head, Ritz smiled vaguely and scratched his head.


"Well... I guess it's fate. I was planning on taking a leisurely trip this time anyway."


Anna recognized that Ritz scratching his head was a sign of being troubled. So she became a little anxious.


"Um..."


"Hm?"


She was about to ask if she was a bother, but she swallowed her words. If he said she was, she would be in trouble. It was lonely to leave the village, but she wanted to meet her real parents. If she missed this chance, she might never be able to go on a journey to find her parents again.


Clenching her fists tightly, Anna looked up at Ritz.


"Ritz-san, I won't be a burden."


"I know that. I saw it the other day."


"The other day?"


When Anna tilted her head, Ritz gave a wry smile.


"The Water Dragon. It's quite something to be able to use that."


"Is... that so?"


When Anna asked back, Ritz smiled and tapped her on the head.


"I think it's amazing."


"Um, isn't that normal for a spirit user?"


"...It's not normal. Are you being serious?"


"Yes."


At Anna's tone, Ritz stared at her as if he were dumbfounded.


"You're... strange."


"Am I? Um, it's not just the Water Dragon I can use..."


Saying so, Anna opened her bag. Inside was a set of spirit magic tools she had received from Anton long ago. Anton, believing himself to be an immature water spirit user, had apparently devoted himself to researching spirit magic tools in his youth. This was the result of that process. Anna had used it as a toy since she was a child, but it was quite useful.


It was a small bow that could be attached to Anna's bag and that she could draw with her strength, and two arrows.


"What's that. Are you going hunting?"


To the suspicious Ritz, Anna smiled and pulled out one of the crystal arrows and nocked it. Anna was not good at archery. But this bow and arrow did not require skill.


"Here I go!"


Anna nocked the transparent crystal arrow to her bow and drew it back to its fullest, aiming at the sky.


"O Spirit of Wind, become a shield that protects all!"


The arrow released from Anna's hand flew straight up into the sky and became a gust of wind. The wind gently enveloped Anna and Ritz.


"This is the protection of the Wind Spirit. Until this wind disappears, we'll hardly get injured thanks to the wind."


When Anna looked at Ritz, he looked back at her with an expression of heartfelt admiration.


"That's amazing!"


"But it has a weakness, it disappears quickly."


"Even so, it's convenient depending on how you use it. Can anyone do that?"


"Not just anyone. You still need to be able to use spirits."


"...Oh, I see."


For some reason, Ritz shrugged his shoulders with a disappointed look. Seeing that Ritz's attention had momentarily shifted from her, Anna stuck the other arrow into the ground. Then she whispered to the arrow.


"Earth Spirit-san, trip Ritz-san."


"Did you say something?"


Ritz, who had turned and was about to take a step towards her, was suddenly swept off his feet and fell face-first onto the ground. A great success. Ritz looked at his feet with a strange expression, but there should be nothing there. When the tilting Ritz started walking again, he was magnificently tripped again.


"You, you did something, didn't you?"


Ritz, rubbing his face and somehow managing to stand up, complained to Anna, but Anna just smiled and looked at Ritz as she told him.


"I tried asking the Earth Spirit to trip you, Ritz-san."


"What!?"


"This is it."


Anna pointed to the arrow stuck in the ground at her feet. It was a ceramic arrow said to be made from hard bedrock. It was filled with the power of the Earth Spirit.


"I thought it would be easier to understand if I tested it rather than explaining it with words. I've only ever used it on runaway livestock or children who won't listen and run away, so I tried it to see if it would work on an adult."


"Don't test it on me!"


To the face-rubbing Ritz, Anna explained the arrow.


"This is the power of the Earth Spirit. It stops you in your tracks. But it's of no other use, but it's subtly annoying, isn't it?"


Ritz, who had finally stood up, scratched his head with a sigh.


"...You have quite a personality."


"Do I? Hehe. You're making me blush..."


"That wasn't a compliment."


To the sighing Ritz, who looked dumbfounded, Anna held up the bow and arrow and explained further.


"Long ago, my father thought of creating a tool that even people who couldn't use spirit magic well could use. By using this arrow, the spirits naturally lend a hand. It's an excellent item. For the spirits, this tool is like a bit of a luxurious snack."


"...I see. I understand that comparison well."


"The wind arrow comes back to my hand when I call it, so it saves me the trouble of going to pick it up."


"Huh..."


Ritz's face, full of heartfelt admiration, was covered in scratches from falling face-first onto the ground. That painful-looking face also had a meaning. This was where Anna's true power would be shown.


"And also..."


Anna held her hand over Ritz's wounds. A cool, pleasant sensation slowly transmitted from her hand to Ritz's wounds. She concentrated her consciousness on Ritz's wounds, as if water were flowing into them.


"Heal these wounds."


As soon as she finished chanting, a cool sensation covered Ritz's face. When Anna gently removed her hand from Ritz's face, the wounds on his face had disappeared completely.


"Healing magic..."


"Yes. This is what I'm best at."


When she said this with confidence, Ritz scratched his head. Wondering if she was being a bother, Anna pressed on.


"It's useful, isn't it? So, please take care of me."


She looked up at Ritz, full of anxiety. Anna was still anxious about setting out on a journey. But she was also excited and thrilled. But no matter how she thought about it, she didn't think she could make the journey without Ritz. Anna had never left Vishnu. She had lived her whole life in this village, so although she was excited about the outside world, she also felt a little scared.


She wanted to be accepted by Ritz as a traveling companion. Then she could enjoy the outside world with peace of mind. As she stared up at Ritz, he eventually scratched his cheek and gave a wry smile, as if to say it couldn't be helped.


"I get it, you're plenty useful."


"Really!?"


"Yeah. But from my perspective, you're still pretty much a kid. So don't worry about useless things like whether I think you're a bother or if I'm going to leave you behind."


"Huh?"


How did he know? Could Ritz read minds? When she thought this and stared at his face, Ritz finally broke into a bright smile.


"Since I've taken you in, I'll take proper care of you. I'll help you find your parents."


"Thank you!"


Anna let out a big sigh of relief and then looked up at Ritz and smiled.


"And one more thing."


"What is it?"


"Up until now, I was a guest in Vishnu, but from now on, we're companions on a journey. So you can just call me Ritz, without any honorifics."


"Ritz-san."


"See, there you go again with Ritz-san. It's a pain to be called Ritz-san all the time. And no polite language either. I'm not good with troublesome things."


"But, but, from your perspective, I'm pretty much a kid, right? Is it really okay to call you by your name without honorifics and without polite language?"


"It's fine. I'm quite old myself."


Anna smiled at Ritz, who said this with a grin.


"But I'm thirty years old already, I'm not a child."


"And that's what surprised me the most."


"Is that so?"


"Yeah. I thought you were a strangely preachy kid."


"Preachy..."


That was a bit of a shock. She thought she was just being responsible.


"Um, Ritz-san is..."


"Ritz. You're not the orphanage caretaker anymore, or the person in charge of looking after guests."


"Ah..."


Anna was surprised to realize this. Up until now, she had been the caretaker of the orphanage, so she had been required to be an adult for the children and had maintained an adult-like attitude.


But it was okay now. While she was with Ritz like this, she could be Ritz's companion and her true self. She didn't have to act like an adult as a caretaker anymore.


Anna closed her eyes for a moment and searched for her true self within her heart. She pulled it out and replaced the caretaker self with Anna herself. Since she was going on a journey, it was okay to be her true self.


Anna looked up at Ritz and smiled.


"Can I ask you something?"


"Sure."


"How old are you, Ritz? You look to be in your mid-twenties?"


"Wrong. I'm one hundred and fifty."


"One hundred and fifty! You've lived a long time!"


"Well, I'm of the Spirit Tribe."


At Ritz's unexpected confession, Anna's eyes widened.


"You're of the Spirit Tribe?"


"Yeah. Is that strange?"


"Yeah. Because the image of Ritz and the Spirit Tribe are different, it's very surprising."


"Well, I know that myself."


Ritz scratched his head. He seemed troubled.


"But I think Ritz is better. Because the Spirit Tribe in stories would never talk to humans."


"Haha... surprisingly, you're right on the mark."


"Really?"


"Yeah. That aside, any other questions?"


"Nope~"


Anna smiled brightly and, with no ill will at all, prodded Ritz.


"But it was surprising, Ritz, you're older than you look."


Anna would probably live a long time too, but probably not as long as Ritz. After all, she aged at about half the speed of a human, so if she lived to be eighty in human years, she would be lucky to live for one hundred and sixty years. As Anna said this with deep feeling, Ritz placed his large hand on her head and ruffled her hair.


"I'm not old. I'm just long-lived!"


As they talked and got to know each other, it became clear how they would leave.


In the end, the two of them decided to leave the village of Vishnu without participating in the harvest festival. Anna absolutely hated the idea of a tearful farewell with the children and villagers. She would be back, so she would be happy if they would wait for her. They did say their farewells to Anton, who was standing in the church offering a prayer. Anton was sad, but he sent the two of them off with a smile and even a parting gift.


"Anna, no matter how long it takes, find an answer that you can accept. That is your journey."


Anna hugged her beloved father, who had raised her for thirty years. Just like when she was a child, she clung to Anton tightly. Anton gently stroked Anna's head with his gnarled hand.


"Father, you have to stay healthy! You have to!"


Father Anton seemed to be able to do nothing but nod. They had never been apart for thirty years, and now for the first time, she was leaving this place. It was lonely, but also exciting, and her heart felt like it was pounding.


A new world, something new, new friends. She might meet all sorts of things.


"Well, shall we go?"


"Yes!"


After they left, Anton quietly offered a prayer. That the journey of his most beloved one may be happy.


With the lively sound of the festival at their backs, the two of them stood on the road leading to the town of Saradio. Anna's first journey was beginning.


By the way, the parting gift they received... was a basket full of vegetables from Vishnu...
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In the darkness, a divinely held flame flickered as if to test Franz.


In the dead silence, Franz stood alone, facing the flame. Occasionally, the crackling of the flame broke the silence with a surprisingly loud noise, but the sound did not reach his ears. His eyes, fixed on the flame, had no room for composure; rather, they looked as if he were being cornered.


He had already lost count of how many times he had challenged this flame. The flame exerted that much pressure on him. The swaying flame appeared immensely large only to his eyes.


"Calm down and listen to the voice of the flame."


In the tense atmosphere, a gentle voice reached his ears. It was the voice of his master, Orphe.


The voice brought him back to his senses. He noticed that sweat, which had broken out due to tension, was dripping from his golden hair, and the palms of his clasped hands were damp. He always lost himself like this when he faced the flame.


At this rate, it would be difficult to bring the Fire Spirit under his control, but he stubbornly continued to confront the flame.


"O flame of death and rebirth that incinerates all, grant me your power!"


Despite Franz's forceful cry, the flame remained just a flame. When his master chanted in the same way, the flame would easily change its form...


"That's enough for today. Let's try again next time."


Orphe's words were gentle, but they clearly denied him any further involvement with the flame at this stage. He had finally persuaded the still-too-early Orphe to let him try, but it was no good again.


"...Thank you."


Franz said only that and left the ritual site without looking back. As he left the room, the only emotion he showed was unconsciously slamming the door shut.


Shrugging at the loud noise of the door, his young master, who still looked to be in his mid-thirties, muttered with a troubled expression.


"What an unsociable fellow. It's strange, he's not without talent."


Of course, Franz did not hear that voice.


II





After leaving the village of Vishnu, passing through a narrow national highway, and then walking leisurely along the traveler's highway for two days, Ritz and Anna arrived at their first destination, the city of Saradio.


The city of Saradio, the center of the Saradio Autonomous Region, was also a mere two days' journey from Ritz's hometown, Ciedena Forest. Basically, the name of the autonomous region and the name of the largest city in that autonomous region were the same, and the lord of the autonomous region lived there. Anna's village, Vishnu, also belonged to the Saradio Autonomous Region, but due to its remote location, there was not much interaction.


The city of Saradio was the largest and most populous in the northwestern part of the Yuresla Kingdom. Being located along the traveler's highway, it was also a prosperous commercial city. Where people gather, many shops naturally line the streets, and merchants call out with vigorous voices to the passersby. It was a very lively city. The lord of this city was a merchant, and this was a city of commerce.


In such a city of Saradio, while watching the passersby, Ritz and Anna were having a meal that was neither breakfast nor lunch at a relatively cheap-looking cafe.


Ritz would have preferred to wander around the city a bit more before having lunch, but since Anna, who had never been anywhere other than her village, was captivated by the chestnut parfait she saw for the first time in front of this shop, they ended up eating at this time.


Ritz was munching on a cheap and large sandwich while watching the city's happenings. It had been a long time since he had come to this city. As a child, he was brought here by his father to sell the special products of the Spirit Tribe and buy daily necessities, or he was made to accompany his father when he went to buy interesting-looking food.


The first place he stopped at after setting out on his own journey was, of course, this city. This city was overflowing with people, and it was not difficult to gather information or find work.


But the familiar scenery hadn't changed much. The city's history was surprisingly old, and although the shops inside changed, the exterior of the buildings couldn't change that much. It had been forty years since he had returned to his hometown, so it had been about the same amount of time since he had visited the northwest. Thinking about that made him feel sentimental.


He glanced at Anna, who was eating a light meal in front of him. His original plan was to do some work here and earn some travel money, but his plans had gone awry. Since he was with Anna, he couldn't just do any odd job to make a quick buck.


Most of the work Ritz could do was rough, and it wasn't suitable for a minor to be around. And yet, there were two of them on the journey. That meant twice the expense. Although she was a girl, even if he had Anna put up with a cheap inn, he didn't have much money for the road.


"Ah, is this a world where money is everything?"


Across from the sighing Ritz, Anna, who had quickly finished her parfait, was following the passersby with her eyes, looking at them with curiosity, while cutting the pancakes she had ordered as an extra with a knife and bringing them to her mouth.


In Vishnu, Anna had maintained a mature attitude, but now that they were alone, she showed a surprisingly childlike expression. It was probably because, unlike at the orphanage, there was no one for her to take care of.


And for Anna, who had grown up in the countryside, the world was filled with unusual things she had never seen before, from what she saw and felt to the food she ate. So she seemed busy asking Ritz all sorts of questions, her eyes sparkling with curiosity.


She was quiet when she was eating, but at other times, she was a naive girl of her apparent age, constantly repeating 'What's that?'. Being looked up at by Anna's sparkling emerald eyes like this every time and being asked questions full of expectation made him feel a little like a father.


Since he was entrusted with Anna, he had to do his best to live up to her expectations as a guardian.


Besides, Ritz thought he was probably like this when he first got involved in human society. No, he might have been worse. Thinking about it that way, he didn't get angry at Anna in this state. He felt a kind of kinship with the naive and long-lived Anna.


Anna's only saving grace was her honesty. Ritz had a complaining personality, so the people who taught him various things must have had a hard time.


What goes around comes around. It's the truth.


Anna was so engrossed in the traffic of people visible from the cafe that her pancakes were scattered all over the place.


"Anna, you're dripping."


"Huh? Oh, you're right~"


Anna smiled shyly, returned the pancake to her plate, and went back to watching the outside.


"I was just thinking how many different kinds of clothes people are wearing, and I got distracted."


"I see."


For her, who had grown up in a small village, even people's clothing seemed fresh and interesting.


"Ritz, what's that frilly, thin cloth? It would be a problem if it gets cold, right?"


Anna turned her gaze from the outside to Ritz and asked seriously. When Ritz looked, there was a woman wearing a silk scarf that was so lightly woven it was almost transparent. The color, perhaps to match the autumn, was a gradient from a bright orange to a deep brown.


"Ah, that. It's a silk scarf."


"Silk?"


"Yeah."


"Is it different from a cotton sweat towel?"


"...A sweat towel..."


Ritz sighed. From the perspective of Anna, a farmer, something worn around the neck was probably either a muffler or a sweat towel. It seemed there weren't many women in Vishnu who dressed up.


"I wonder what it's used for. You can't wipe your hands with it, and it's not warm..."


Ritz, while worrying about the pancake stuck on Anna's still fork dripping maple syrup, answered.


"Even if it's that thin, it's quite warm. And it's a classic pattern for an autumn scarf."


"Classic?"


"Yeah. It's what you call seasonal fashion."


"I see... There's so much I don't know. Hey, Ritz, what does that feel like? I want to touch it. But it would be unpleasant to be touched by a stranger..."


Ritz laughed at Anna's heartfelt mutter.


"It's smooth and comfortable, yet soft. It's completely different from cotton, and it feels quite nice."


"Do you have one too, Ritz?"


At Anna's serious question, Ritz shrugged. If there was a man who had been a mercenary who had something like that, he would like to see his face.


"That's something a woman would have. There's no way I'd have one."


"Hmm."


Anna, who had stopped, started moving her hand again and brought the pancake to her mouth, but she suddenly looked up as if she had noticed something.


"Then, Ritz, how do you know about that cloth?"


Anna asked again, her mouth full.


"Don't talk with your mouth full."


"But I'm curious!"


Exasperated by the insistent Anna, Ritz slowly turned his gaze to the road, and while leisurely watching the women pass by, he thought about what to say, but eventually, it seemed silly, and he answered carelessly.


"You get to touch things like that when you live with a woman."


He answered almost unconsciously, and Anna suddenly dropped her fork on her plate with a clatter.


"What is it, what's wrong, Anna?"


When Ritz asked in surprise, Anna's eyes widened and she asked.


"Ritz, are you married?"


At the sudden question, Ritz almost face-planted into his sandwich. How did it come to this?


"Because you can only live with a woman and have her let you touch things like that if you're married, right?"


"...Uh..."


Oops. He had completely forgotten that Anna was hopelessly childish in that regard. After all, she was the daughter of the church, full of morality and love, and a model of propriety. As he hesitated, Anna was muttering with a difficult expression.


"Oh, did your mother let you touch it? It's okay if it's family. Or was there some other reason to touch it? Like someone collapsed on the road..."


As expected of a child of the church, she seemed to be trying to think of things in a positive light. For Ritz, who had lived a life that could hardly be called proper as a renowned mercenary, there were no words. Although Anna and Anton didn't know, Ritz was a self-admitted womanizer.


However, he would never make a move on Anna. He had never seriously dated a woman, but when he got a large sum of money as a mercenary, he was a pleasure-seeker who specialized in the professionals, playing around in the brothels of the flower district. He had even lived with such women several times. It was a bad habit he had picked up in the forty years since he had left home, but it seemed this bad habit would continue until he died.


But that would probably have to be put on hold for a while, now that he had taken Anna in. After all, he had no money. Even so, he could never tell Anna the truth, so he just laughed it off.


"Well, you know. Adults have their own circumstances. That aside, you just eat your pancakes."


"You're avoiding the question, aren't you? I'm so curious~"


"Don't worry about it. Adult circumstances are adult circumstances. You'll understand when you're an adult."


"I'm thirty years old, I'm not a child, you know?"


"Anyone who spills maple syrup is a child. Just eat properly."


"Okay~"


Anna nodded and started eating her pancakes again. Somehow managing to escape the situation, the two of them finally returned to their quiet lunch while watching the city.


In fact, they were the center of attention in this shop. A tall young man with a greatsword on his back, and a small girl. And what caught people's eyes the most was the basket full of vegetables placed under the table. He was aware that he was being looked at with curiosity, but there was nothing he could do. This luggage was their lifeline for now.


After taking a break while drinking the coffee that came out last, Ritz suddenly brought up a topic with Anna.


"Let me be clear, we don't have any money."


"Yeah, I know."


Anna also nodded seriously while drinking her hot milk. It seemed that her life at the church had made her accustomed to poverty. The fact that Anton had given her vegetables instead of money made the church's financial situation clear.


"To be honest, I'm also worried about where to stay."


He had been a mercenary until now, and he had earned money with just his sword, even when he was just winging it, so Ritz had a decent amount of money. But it was only enough for him to stay in cheap inns and continue his journey while earning money. He didn't have the luxury of staying in a normal inn with a girl of this age.


"So, I have a proposal... The vegetables Father Anton gave us... how about we sell them and take on jobs helping people in this city to earn money?"


Anna's eyes widened. Just as Ritz thought his idea of selling Anton's vegetables was a bad one, Anna opened her mouth.


"We're going to take money from people in trouble?"


What Anna got stuck on was the latter part. It seemed she had the idea that people in trouble should be helped for free. In such cases, a bluff to convince people was one of Ritz's specialties.


"Listen, Anna, think about it. We're also people in trouble right now. People in trouble helping people in trouble, and by doing so, we get helped too. That's a good thing."


"I wonder~"


Ritz further coaxed the thoughtful Anna.


"Helping each other. That's called mutual aid. You learned that in church, didn't you?"


It was a nonsensical argument, but after thinking for a while, Anna nodded.


"You're right. My father always says we should help each other in times of trouble."


It seemed she had been convinced. But regarding the thing he was most worried about, selling the vegetables, Anna had no objections at all.


"If more people get to know Vishnu's vegetables, the village's vegetables will surely sell a lot from now on, right?"


"Probably."


"Then our lives will become a little easier."


"I see, that's true."


She was surprisingly shrewd. And so, they, unaware of the great trouble they would face later, set out to find a place to sell their vegetables.


III


Franz Lucina was lying on a hill on the outskirts of town, staring blankly at the sky. His golden hair fluttered in the wind. The reason his bangs were a little long was to prevent the people around him from reading his expression. His eyes, hidden by his bangs, were the blue of the deep sea, and despite not yet being twenty, his eyes had a strangely cool look.


Franz was not originally in a position to be training as a spirit user. His place should have been not in his spirit user master's house, but in the residence of the lord of Saradio. Franz was the only son of Ville Lucina, the lord of the commercial city of Saradio.


Ville Lucina was a well-known figure among the merchants who came to trade. He was a greedy man who openly demanded bribes from all merchants who did business in this city.


He always kept the Saradio Guard Corps, his private mercenary force, at his side, and was relentless in his pursuit of his own interests. Franz hated his father so much that he couldn't even stand to look at him.


Although he was the only son, it wasn't that he didn't have siblings. He had two older sisters and a younger sister at home. Franz was the only boy among them. Since his father's fifth wife was living at home now, another one might be born, but for now, there were four siblings.


Although it was called home, it was quite large, with the main house where his father lived, and a separate mansion where the women his father had taken an interest in, the women who had given birth to his children, and even their maids, only women and children, lived. The separate mansion was half-jokingly called the 'harem' by the people inside and the people of Saradio, but his father made it a point of pride.


And as a great merchant, he had several huge warehouses, all of which were on the same property.


Franz, who had not liked to socialize since he was a child, always spent his time reading a book in some inconspicuous part of this large mansion.


Hating his home, he had run away a long time ago and was now more of a freeloader than an apprentice at his master's house. He didn't remember exactly how he had come here, but his master, Orphe, always laughed it off, saying, 'You were meant to come, so don't worry about it.' So Franz had convinced himself that it was fine.


His master jokingly called him, who had become a terrible misanthrope thanks to his father, 'a human like a spirit tribe'.


"Talent..."


He just couldn't understand why the Fire Spirit wouldn't acknowledge him. Franz had completely lost confidence in his negotiations with the Fire Spirit, which never went well no matter how many times he tried.


His master said that the Fire Spirit wouldn't turn to him because he was lacking something, but he had no idea what that was. But since he kept saying, 'try to look around you a little more,' it probably meant that something he had never looked at before was necessary.


It was probably human interaction. Franz, who had grown up rejecting human interaction, had reluctantly realized that the hint was in what he had rejected.


But how could he know that?


Without any good ideas, he turned his feet towards the city. There was no one on this outskirts. He thought he would at least do some people-watching.


He had no destination, but he didn't feel like going back to the house where his master was waiting. If he went back home, he felt he would probably take it out on the troubled-looking Orphe. So it was better to cool his head a little more.


Reluctantly, he walked around the city, and the fawning smiles of the merchants caught his eye. It was all too famous that his father, Ville Lucina, doted on him. They probably wanted to get on his good side and expand their commercial rights.


But it was surprisingly unknown that Franz was not at the Lucina house now. Franz rarely came out to the city, and when Orphe had a guest, he would shut himself in his room. Because of that, the merchants still fawned over Franz. Even though there was no meaning to it.


He was already starting to regret entering the city at the entrance, but it was annoying to turn around and leave. Then he had no choice but to move forward. Reluctantly, he paid no attention to anything and mechanically walked forward, erasing the city's clamor from the back of his mind. Then everything sounded like some kind of code, and the words lost their meaning. All that remained was noise.


Of course, Franz knew that fruits and vegetables from the neighboring country were sold in this city, as well as handicrafts from nearby countries, rare fabrics, and even rare creatures. Looking around the city, it was overflowing with goods, and it was said that there was nothing you couldn't buy in this city if you had money.


But he wasn't interested. Franz had no material desires. He had no intention of paying a high price to buy a meaningless decoration or to eat food that wasn't even good.


The city's bustle was a sight he had seen since he was a child, but for some reason, he just couldn't get used to it. Since he had seen the merchants all prostrating themselves before his father and paying him money, he felt a certain chill. Looking at the merchants' faces, they all looked the same, which made him sick. Franz hated this city from the bottom of his heart.


"This much should be fine, right!?"


Suddenly, a human voice jumped into Franz's ear. It jumped into his ear because it was a voice with will, clearly different from the noise he had been hearing until now. Looking at the source of the voice, there was a tall man with black hair and a greatsword on his back. The man was arguing with a merchant with a sullen expression.


The man was clearly not from Saradio. If he were from Saradio, he wouldn't be able to pick a fight with a merchant who had a shop on the main street. The merchants who had shops on the main street were all arrogant towards other people because they paid a high location fee to the lord.


Even so, people bought things there. Because in this city where the merchants' power was strong, if you defied a high-ranking merchant recognized by the lord, the consequences would be dire.


Franz was interested in this commotion. For Franz, who rarely walked around the city, it was the first time he had seen someone other than the people of Saradio. So he was curious to see what he would do against the merchant.


Slipping through the crowd of Saradio's onlookers who loved a good fight and commotion, Franz made his way to the front of the line. He hadn't noticed before, buried in the crowd, but next to the tall man stood a small girl with a carrying basket on her back.


"I'm just asking if you could let me sell some vegetables at your storefront for a bit. In other cities, they usually give permission, you know?"


"You country bumpkin. Things are different here in Saradio."


"I'm telling you I'll give you ten percent of the location fee, right?"


"Ten percent is too cheap for selling such paltry vegetables. Give me forty percent."


"Don't be ridiculous! I can't pay that much!"


"Then get lost."


"What's with that attitude? That's not a merchant's attitude. Aren't you the amateur?"


"What did you say? You don't know what will happen if you take that attitude with a merchant on the main street!"


"Like I care! I'm not a resident of Saradio!"


From the tall man's words, Franz understood the general situation. They had come from outside this city and wanted to sell these vegetables to pay for their travel expenses. But the merchants of this city would never accept outsiders.


Franz passed by the onlookers and stood behind the greengrocer. The only one who noticed Franz's presence was that man. The moment their eyes met, Franz realized that the unusual man who was arguing with the greengrocer was not really angry. His eyes were unusually calm. While outwardly angry, his heart was calm.


A person with considerable skill does not show their emotions, but maintains a somewhat余裕のある表情. He had heard that from his master, but this was the first time he had seen such eyes. This is the expression of a skilled person, Franz thought, impressed. It was the first time he had ever seen it.


He was a little curious about what kind of man this man was, what he was thinking, and what he thought of this city. Franz silently approached the greengrocer.


"What's the commotion?"


When he spoke quietly, the indignant greengrocer turned around. And the moment he recognized Franz, he turned pale. He must have seen his father's image in Franz. It was common sense in Saradio that if you dismissed Franz rudely, you would be driven out of this city.


"No, it's... it's nothing, young master."


The greengrocer put on a strangely distorted smile and started pretending to arrange his vegetables as if nothing had happened.


"Hey, what about my business?"


"Shut up, get out of here."


As even the onlookers quickly dispersed, the tall man, who didn't understand the situation, pressed on, but the greengrocer just ignored him.


"What a strange city, Ritz."


So this big man's name was Ritz. At the girl's casual remark, Franz shrugged. This city was indeed a strange city. Originally, merchants were free, but Saradio's merchants lived in fear of the Lucina family's mood.


"Sorry, it doesn't look like we can sell the vegetables."


Ritz crouched down to meet the girl's eyes and apologized with a truly sorry expression.


"It's okay. But it's a shame. We can't make money for the inn like this."


"Well, with what I've earned so far, we can manage for a little while..."


Saying so, Ritz sighed.


"After that, we might have to eat those vegetables and sleep outside."


"Sleeping outside... I don't dislike it that much, so it's okay."


"We'll have to find some work in the next city."


"Yeah."


The citizens of Saradio walked by, avoiding the two of them as if they weren't there. It was also clear that they didn't want to get involved with Franz, who was nearby.


"Hey, you there."


He was called out to casually, but he didn't think it was him and was just spacing out when the man called Ritz clearly called out to Franz.


"What?"


"It doesn't have to be a merchant, but do you know any shops or restaurants that would buy these vegetables? It took two days to get them from the source. If they don't sell today or tomorrow, they'll be no good."


The man, with a truly troubled expression, scratched his head. What caught his eye then was the shape of his ears. They were clearly different from a human's, with pointed tips.


He, who was called 'a human like a spirit tribe,' saw for the first time someone with non-human blood. For the first time, he became curious about who this man was. This was a first.


A skilled fighter trying to sell vegetables in Saradio. And strangely human-like, yet with non-human ears. His actions and appearance were far apart. And these two were not from the city, nor were they merchants. They were the first people Franz had ever seen who had nothing to do with business at all.


"If you want to sell vegetables, I can help."


Franz found himself saying this. He was surprised at himself for saying it, but it went against his principles to take back something he had said once. He noticed that Ritz and the girl were looking at him with expressions like pigeons shot with a peashooter.


"Can you sell them?"


"I can."


"You?"


"You yourselves."


"That would be a great help. It's a real pain to sell vegetables in this city."


The quiet intensity from before had completely disappeared, and the man named Ritz had a happy expression in his dark brown eyes. There was not a single shred of the servility that was always present in the people of the city.


"That's great, isn't it, Anna?"


"Yeah!"


The girl's name was apparently Anna. It seemed the two of them had no objections. On the contrary, they seemed to welcome Franz's participation. Franz sighed, though it was none of his business, wondering if it was okay to trust a stranger so easily. If it were him, he would never trust anyone. In the first place, he had no intention of trusting someone and getting burned.


Franz looked at the two of them again intently. They were a strange pair. He couldn't see their relationship at all. Anna seemed too old to be Ritz's daughter, so were they siblings? But the girl, with her hair neatly braided into one, had normal ears, different from Ritz's.


Then what were these two?


As Franz was thinking about this, a hand was extended in front of him. Franz looked up at Ritz as if to find out the meaning of this. Then Ritz showed a confident, bright smile.


"I'm Ritz Alster. Nice to meet you."


There was no hesitation or distrust of Franz in his face. That, in turn, confused him.


"...You trust me?"


"Yeah. Is there a problem?"


"I was just wondering how you can trust a stranger."


His true feelings slipped out. At that, Ritz shrugged lightly.


"Well, you look pretty emotionless, and it's hard to tell what you're thinking."


Ritz said this clearly. Franz himself understood that he was expressionless and that his emotions rarely showed on his face. But Ritz was the second person to say this clearly to his face. The first was his master, Orphe.


"But you don't seem to be lying."


Franz was struck by that one sentence from Ritz. The person who saw him that way was also the second person after his master. Could this person be trustworthy? The moment he felt that, Ritz asked him back.


"You don't want to be trusted?"


"No. I was just wondering why."


At that, Ritz put on that confident smile again and pointed a thumb at himself.


"It's obvious. My gut tells me it's probably okay to trust you."


"Your gut?"


"Yeah. My gut is rarely wrong."


At that completely illogical statement, Franz sighed from the bottom of his heart. If the world could be navigated so easily, there would be no trouble. But for some reason, this man might just be able to get by like that.


For Franz, who could only see people with suspicion, it was a way of thinking he could never achieve. Ignoring Franz's indescribable fatigue, Anna raised her voice in excitement.


"That's amazing, Ritz! What about me? What did your gut tell you about me?"


"Hmm, that you'd be a lot of trouble..."


"That's so mean!"


"Just kidding, just kidding."


The two of them joked and laughed. He still couldn't read their relationship at all, but they seemed to be on good terms. Such an Anna suddenly turned to Franz. Despite his instinctively taking a step back, Anna stared straight at Franz and extended her hand.


"I'm Anna. Anna Myers. Nice to meet you!"


As he stood there speechless, Ritz extended his hand again. Franz, who had never been greeted with a handshake by a stranger like this before, hesitantly shook both of their hands in turn.


"I'm Franz Lucina."


Just saying that brought a strange sense of embarrassment. After all, everyone in this city knew who he was, and he had never had to introduce himself by name before.


"Nice to meet you, Franz."


"...Nice to meet you..."


Thinking about it, he was made to realize that he had been in a special environment. If he went outside the city, there were people like this. Why hadn't he noticed until now? If he hated this city so much, he could have left.


At least if he left this city, he would have been able to escape the curse of the Lucina family.


Lost in thought, he noticed that his hand was still slightly warm and, coming to his senses, looked at his hand. Then he saw that Ritz and Anna were still firmly holding his hand.


"What...?"


As Franz flinched slightly, Ritz pressed on, looking at him with serious eyes. Anna was also looking at him seriously. Even if he tried to shake them off, their grip was too strong.


"Our inn money and food money all depend on you. We're counting on you!"


"Huh?"


"Please!"


"Huh?"


It seemed that selling vegetables was to earn their living expenses, and he understood that the two of them were on the verge of being broke. He momentarily regretted that he might have gotten involved with some really troublesome people, but it was too late now.


To escape the gazes of the city people, who, unlike the two of them, were looking at him with their usual curiosity and jealousy, Franz released their hands.


"It's not convenient here. Shall we walk?"


"Yeah."


"Okay."


As Franz started walking towards the outskirts of the city, Ritz and Anna followed, carrying the vegetable basket. Without looking at the city people, Franz passed through the city, turned off the traveler's highway into a side road, and headed for a hill on the outskirts of the city.


This hill, covered in grass and overlooking the small city below, was Franz's favorite place to spend time alone. The city people rarely came this far. And from here, he could see both the traveler's highway and the side road, so he could leave if someone came. It was a perfect place to be alone.


And now he had brought people to this favorite place. He found himself strange.


Sitting down on the grass and confirming that Ritz and the others had sat down, Franz immediately began to explain.


"To put it simply, the commercial rights in this city are a little higher than the general market price. And the area along the highway is even higher. It's useless to try to sell directly."


At this one sentence, Ritz seemed to have understood. The one who had raised the commercial rights was Franz's father, the lord of the autonomous region. He had heard that the commercial rights had become quite high since his father's generation. But that was not something to be said out loud. Franz had no intention of saying it.


"I see. No wonder they didn't want to lend us a space. It'll be hard for us to sell vegetables then."


"Right. I think it's useless."


As Franz nodded, Anna looked up at Ritz with a dissatisfied expression.


"I don't understand. What does 'along the highway' even mean?"


To that, Ritz explained patiently, like a father or an older brother. It seemed this girl named Anna didn't know much. In comparison, Ritz seemed to know a lot.


"I explained it when we left Vishnu for the big road, didn't I? In this country, there's the traveler's highway, a huge road that stretches all over the continent, the national highway, a slightly narrower road unique to Yuresla, and then there are unnamed roads."


"I remember that. But 'along the highway' is in the middle of the city, right?"


"Yeah. The traveler's highway cuts right through the middle of Saradio. That was the road where that greengrocer had his shop earlier."


"A big highway goes through the middle of the city!?"


"Yeah. Most cities that are the center of an autonomous region are like that."


"I see..."


Anna, who had nodded deeply in understanding, now looked up at Franz.


"What are commercial rights?"


"Anna... the conversation won't progress, so I'll explain that to you later. Let's listen to Franz's story now."


"You have to explain it, Ritz."


"I know. Well then, Franz, please continue."


It was a strange feeling, but prompted by them, Franz continued.


"So the morning market is a good idea."


"Morning market?"


"It's the only place where citizens without commercial rights can set up a shop."


That was Franz's only conclusion. From unusual items to daily necessities, all sorts of things were sold there, and of course, there were many vegetables.


"I see."


Ritz also nodded in understanding. But there was one problem with that morning market. The morning market was mainly open only to the citizens of Saradio. To sell vegetables this time, someone had to act as a citizen of Saradio and negotiate.


Of course, the only one among them who could take on that role was Franz, but the list of morning market participants would undoubtedly end up in his father's hands. His father, Ville, would find promising people from the morning market list and offer them a shop. Of course, the return was a large sum of money.


He couldn't imagine what would happen if his father found Franz's name on the list. It probably wouldn't be anything good. In that case, there was no way they could sell vegetables. Above all, Franz himself was uncomfortable with it. Anna looked at the thoughtful Franz with a worried expression.


"Is there a problem?"


At Anna's words, he could only let out a small sigh. He couldn't possibly say that he was worried about being the son of the lord of this city.


Then there was only one way to participate in the morning market. Although he lived on the outskirts of the city, Orphe was a citizen of Saradio. Orphe was the only spirit user in the city of Saradio, but he was quite friendly and understanding. He would surely be happy to hear about these two's situation and would proactively try to participate in the morning market.


"I have to ask my master to register as a vendor for the morning market."


At Franz's proposal, Ritz nodded.


"I'll leave that to you."


"Is that okay?"


"Yeah. I decided to trust you once. I'll leave it to you."


It was the first time he had been told that, and he felt a little happy. Maybe it was good to be trusted. If he was trusted unconditionally, maybe he could try to be worthy of that trust.


As Franz was lost in thought, Ritz, his confident attitude from before completely gone, let out a big sigh and groaned.


"The morning market is decided. The problem is what to do for an inn tonight with the little money we have left."


"That's true. Franz, do you know of a mid-range inn?"


Franz didn't know of such a thing. In the first place, he knew nothing about the city he lived in. He didn't know because he wasn't interested. But he did know of a house where they could stay.


"You can stay at my master's place. My master likes guests."


Saying so, Franz stood up without waiting for their reply.


"This way."
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　The house on the outskirts of town belonging to Orphe was modest and small for a spirit user’s residence.


　In most cities, spirit users were rare and thus highly valued, often living in lavish homes without a care. But Saradio was different. This merchant-dominated town had little need for spirit users. Here, most problems were settled with money.


　Still, Orphe had maintained the house with enough space for a room dedicated to spirit pacts, a guest room, and a bedroom for his disciple, Franz. Neither Franz nor Orphe had ever found it inconvenient.


　The moment he returned home, Orphe—keen in his own odd way—was already standing by the door, waiting. He gave Franz’s shoulder a hearty slap, grinning from ear to ear.


“Welcome back~”


“I’m home.”


“This is the first time Franz has brought a friend over, isn’t it?”


“We’re not exactly friends…”


　Orphe blithely ignored the correction.


“Come in, come in!”


　Leaving Franz behind, Orphe happily ushered them to the living room, gestured towards the sofas, then promptly sat down himself—the very picture of his usual laid-back self.


　Orphe was a calm man, with dark, perpetually drowsy eyes that gave him a vague, disinterested air. This apparently made him seem unprofessional, and on the rare occasions clients visited, some walked away disappointed after just one glance. He didn’t “look like a real spirit user,” they said.


　Franz, who’d never witnessed this firsthand, had only heard Orphe recount it with a shrug. His messy brown hair fell well past his shoulders, adding to his disheveled impression. Franz had never heard Orphe’s reason, but guessed it was simply laziness. After all, his master was the sort of sloth that even Franz found exasperating.


　True to form, Ritz and Anna sat on the sofa as invited, staring dumbfounded at Orphe. Dressed in a long robe, his slovenly appearance made him look like he’d just rolled out of bed and wrapped a blanket around himself.


　Unfazed by their stares, Orphe asked Franz to make tea. Reluctantly, Franz stood to prepare it. This master of his couldn’t even cook—let alone manage simple meals. When Franz first became his disciple, life had been miserable. Neither raised for housework, Franz had never even cleaned before.


　But Franz was naturally meticulous. Determined to escape such a wretched lifestyle, he took it upon himself to learn, and after six months managed to carve out a semblance of normalcy. At that rate, he wondered, why had he come to train at all?


　He’d even once skipped serving Orphe dinner, joking, *You’d make a great housewife, Franz.*


　The only chore Orphe ever “helped” with was shopping—though even that was troublesome. He always came back with nothing but junk, so one room was completely overrun with useless items.


　Sighing, Franz returned to the living room with tea on a tray. Orphe was already deep into explaining his junk to the two guests. Apparently, introductions had been made, and the atmosphere was relaxed. Judging by things Franz didn’t recognize, Orphe must’ve bought more nonsense again.


　He set the cup down a bit too loudly in front of Orphe, who responded with an awkward, sheepish grin. What an impossible master. Next, Franz placed cups before Ritz and Anna.


“I thought Fran’s master would be some strict, sour old man… but he’s not like that at all!”


　Anna whispered to Franz. He sighed. He’d have preferred it if his master at least *acted* the part. Instead, he found himself taking out all his frustrations on things his master failed to do.


“Indeed, quite a surprise.”


　Ritz murmured in agreement. If even strangers reacted this way, no wonder Orphe had no work. Yet Franz had never seen him short on money. That, he found strange.


　After setting his own cup down and placing the tray beside him, Franz looked up at Orphe.


“Master, I have a request.”


“So sudden! Shouldn’t you at least offer tea first? Or say something friendly?”


“Impossible.”


“Don’t be like that.”


　Orphe reached out and pinched Franz’s cheeks. Franz glared up at him, furious both from the pain and Orphe’s childishness, but Orphe just smiled serenely.


“Mm. You’re cuter this way. Right?”


　Ritz and Anna visibly winced. Franz was always genuinely angry with Orphe, but Orphe just teased him mercilessly. Franz had long grown used to it, but that didn’t mean it didn’t infuriate him.


“Could you stop messing around, Master?”


　He muttered it low, but Orphe laughed heartily.


“Just a joke, Franz. Don’t get so worked up. You’ll get permanent frown lines.”


　Orphe flicked Franz’s nose lightly and let go. His cheeks stung. Orphe never held back.


“So, what’s this request?”


　Sipping his tea, Orphe finally seemed ready to listen. Rubbing the redness on his cheeks, Franz briefly summarized the day’s events.


“Since we couldn’t sell the vegetables, I suggested the morning market. I’d like to appoint you as our representative.”


“As concise as ever. You really are excellent at getting straight to the point.”


　Franz shot Orphe a silent look. He didn’t want praise for his speaking style—he just wanted an answer. Orphe, fully aware, simply kept up his playful act. After a long stare, Orphe chuckled.


“No need to glare, Franz. I don’t mind. Might as well sell some of the clutter too.”


　From Orphe’s words alone, Ritz and Anna quietly exhaled. At least this would help with their travel expenses.


“Uh… do we need to register in advance for the market?”


“Nope. Same-day registration. But once it’s full, they stop accepting people.”


“Oh dear. So we’ll have to wake up early tomorrow. No time to lounge around. I’ve already prepared dinner.”


　Franz stared in surprise. Orphe’s words had caught him off guard.


“Dinner is ready?”


“Yep. Since you stormed out angry, I figured you wouldn’t cook. So I toasted some bread.”


“It’s edible?”


“Hey! I can toast bread, you know. Sure, maybe it’s a bit burnt. And I made potato soup—boiled potatoes with bacon, then added milk, right?”


　Franz couldn’t imagine what it tasted like, but it seemed earnestly made. After all, Orphe had lived alone before Franz arrived, and those first few weeks, he’d been forced to eat Orphe’s awful cooking.


　Hearing their exchange, Ritz turned to Orphe.


“While I’m bothering you anyway… would you mind if we stayed over?”


“Oh?”


　Orphe smiled gently at him, waiting.


“I apologize, but… yes. Could we?”


　Franz realized he’d completely forgotten to ask. Looking at Orphe, he saw the man beam with genuine delight.


“Of course. But in return, I have one condition—I’d like you to tell me about the Ciedena Forest. After all, it’s not a place ordinary humans can visit.”


　Ritz blinked, then nodded slowly.


“You’re a pure-blooded spirit tribe member, aren’t you?”


　Ritz gave a small nod. Franz, however, was stunned. He stared openly at Ritz. He’d noticed the pointed ears, but never expected a full elf. Everything he knew about the Clan of Light contradicted this. Elves had golden hair, green eyes, hated humans, and rarely spoke. All the books Franz had read stated the same.


　And yet Ritz was the opposite. He acted utterly human, and talked endlessly.


　Along the way here, he’d chatted nonstop with Anna, effortlessly explaining things about Franz—all without a trace of the xenophobic elf stereotype.


　Noticing Franz’s stunned expression, Ritz exaggerated a shrug. Franz couldn’t help but blurt:


“A real elf?”


“Even I find it surprising.”


　There was a flicker of self-deprecation in Ritz’s voice. Was being an elf something he resented? Before Franz could ponder further, Ritz’s expression shifted back to his usual cheerful unreadability. Unbothered by Franz’s confusion, Orphe grinned at Ritz.


“I can deduce more. You’re 150 years old, and you’ve been traveling for about forty years, right?”


“Wh—?!”


　Ritz frowned uneasily. Orphe, unfazed, kept smiling.


“Also, your father is greedy, and your mother’s an airhead. Am I right?”


　Ritz’s expression hardened into wary suspicion. The tension crackled as Franz held his breath, watching silently. Orphe, thoroughly amused by Ritz’s reaction, finally burst into laughter.


“Aw, come on—no need to be so guarded!”


“Huh?”


“Your father is one of my few friends. I’ve been feeling a bit lonely since he stopped visiting.”


“Father’s friend?”


“Exactly. So I decided to get back at him through his son. When you see him, tell him Orphe misses him.”


　Revealing the joke, Orphe roared with laughter.


“I’d heard you two were fighting and you hadn’t returned. I’ve always wanted to meet you—Ritz-kun.”


　The tension drained from Ritz’s shoulders.


“You should’ve said so earlier.”


“Ah, sorry. It was just too amusing.”


　Orphe, unrepentant and still giggling, radiated pure delight. Franz had lived here five years and had never seen Orphe so cheerful. Finally calming down, Orphe turned to Anna, his expression now softer and gentler than Franz had ever seen.


“Anna-chan, this is truly our first meeting.”


　Anna cheerfully bowed.


“Yes. Nice to meet you.”


　Smiling in return, Orphe said:


“The condition for letting you stay… is showing me a special skill. How about it?”


　Anna looked at Ritz, confused. Ritz just shrugged back. Strangely, even Ritz seemed unaware of Anna’s talents.


“Anything you’re good at?”


　Prompted by Orphe, Anna began counting on her fingers.


“Um… growing vegetables, taking care of kids, baking sweets, cleaning, doing laundry…”


　Listing household chores, Anna was interrupted by Ritz, who suddenly snapped his fingers.


“Wait—you’ve got one big talent, don’t you?”


“My talent? Glomping?”


“No, you idiot!”


　Ritz snapped, then sighed in exasperation. Anna suddenly brightened.


“Oh! I can use water spirit magic!”


“A spirit user…”


　Just like Franz. Though technically, Franz was only a novice. He couldn’t even properly summon a spirit yet. Franz stared at Anna with mixed emotions. He never expected her to be a spirit user.


　Orphe, however, didn’t seem surprised. If anything, he looked pleased.


“I’d love to see it. A big technique, if possible.”


“Sure. But… I can’t do it here.”


　Orphe pondered briefly, then asked:


“Where do you perform best?”


　Anna answered instantly.


“Near water! And… I also have this.”


　She pulled out a set of bow and arrows. Orphe took them, examining them closely. The crystal and ceramic arrows clearly piqued his interest. Handing them back, he murmured:


“Hmm… I once heard about a man at the Water Main Temple who created interesting conduits…”


　Anna looked puzzled. If left unchecked, Orphe might ramble about his junk again. After all, most of it *was* spirit magic conduits or amplifiers.


“Master.”


　Franz nudged him quietly. Orphe snapped back to reality, reluctantly returning the weapons.


“Ah, right—let’s go outside!”


　Marching out of the room himself, Orphe led the three through the house. The front garden held a small pond, a few fish lazily swimming. For such a modest house, the yard was surprisingly spacious—the benefit of being on the town’s outskirts.


“Alright, Anna-chan. Ready?”


　Anna nodded silently, closing her eyes.


“O gentle water spirit that heals the earth, grant me your power!”


　As if answering, the pond water began to stir. A soft light shimmered as droplets rose, forming floating spheres.


“Water Dragon, come forth!”


　Anna called softly. Instantly, a magnificent Water Dragon emerged from the pond, its translucent scales sparkling under the sunlight.


　Franz was speechless. A *dragon*—the highest form of spirit. He never dreamed he’d witness such a thing.


　And it was being wielded by the naive Anna.


　He almost collapsed, overwhelmed by the weight of his own inadequacy. Franz couldn’t even summon a simple fireball, despite fire being his affinity.


“Water Dragon, come here.”


　The dragon glided through the air to Anna’s side, playfully nuzzling her like a well-trained pet. The sight was ethereal, breathtaking.


“Incredible… just summoning one is difficult enough…”


　Ritz stroked the dragon’s head in awe. Franz could only stare, dumbstruck.


“Honestly… such a mismatch between personality and power…”


　Ritz muttered.


　Franz couldn’t move. He could only gape at the dragon.


　He envied Anna. How could she command spirits so freely?


　Why couldn’t he even create a fireball?


　What separated him and Anna? The thought made it hard to breathe.


　Was it… talent?


　If so, then perhaps Franz would never control spirits in his lifetime.


“Thank you… sorry for calling you out.”


　Anna gently stroked the dragon’s head. It dove back into the pond with a splash, vanishing. Silence returned, broken only by a fish jumping. For a moment, it felt like a dream. But no—the water dragon had been real. And Anna had commanded it effortlessly.


“Wow, that was amazing, Anna-chan! You’re welcome to stay anytime. Truly a wonderful sight~”


　Satisfied, Orphe beamed, then silently turned and hurried into the house alone. Snapped back to reality, Franz stared at Anna, who stood quietly.


“How… how do you make the Water Dragon obey? How do you control it?”


　Anna tilted her head, looked back at Franz, then smiled softly.


“Hmm… it’s less ‘controlling’ and more ‘asking for help.’ So I pet it as thanks.”


　Frustratingly unhelpful. Franz sighed deeply. But then he realized—he’d never considered such a perspective.


“Asking…?”


　He whispered it aloud.


“Yeah. I don’t try to force it. The Water Dragon’s my friend.”


“…Friend?”


　He’d never thought of it that way. He’d always tried to dominate the fire spirit, to bend it to his will. Could *that* be what Orphe meant by “what’s missing”? Franz had always thought, *If I force the spirit to obey, I’ll grow stronger.*


　But what if spirits were living beings, friends like Anna said? Then every desperate attempt to dominate had been… pointless?


　It felt like Anna had asked him a profound question. Franz stood frozen, consumed by doubt. *Had everything he’d done so far… been in vain?*


V


　The morning market started early. Anna, used to rising with the sun, checked the vegetables she’d soaked the night before, then stepped outside into the clear morning.


“Beautiful weather! Perfect for the market~”


　Stretching wide, Anna knelt on the ground and offered a prayer to the Water Spirit King—her daily ritual.


　Standing up quietly, she remembered the previous night. Franz.


　After returning to the house with Ritz, she’d gone back to the living room to find Orphe gazing solemnly out the window. Following his line of sight, she spotted Franz standing completely still outside, unmoving.


“Franz…”


　Orphe turned, smiling.


“Anna-chan, you must be tired. Dinner’s ready—eat and rest. Your room’s upstairs.”


　His smile was kind, but distant.


“But Franz is…”


　Anna hesitated, guilt creeping in. She realized showing the Water Dragon had hurt Franz somehow.


“Did I do something wrong…?”


　Seeing Franz’s pained expression and Orphe’s worried one, she struggled to speak. Noticing her distress, Orphe stepped closer, crouched down, and gently stroked her head.


“It’s not your fault, Anna-chan. Franz just… hasn’t managed to negotiate with the fire spirit yet.”


“Why not?”


“Hmm. He doesn’t have the sense of cooperation or mutual aid. He’s just desperate to force the spirit into submission.”


　Saying this, Orphe glanced at Ritz.


“Spirits may differ from humans, but they’re living beings sharing this world. Right?”


　Anna nodded. To her, commanding the Water Dragon wasn’t dominance—it was asking a friend for help. She’d never tried to enslave the spirits she spoke to; she treated them as equals.


“No living being willingly submits to something that doesn’t understand them. Only mutual support allows us to draw out true power. That’s what a spirit user is.”


“…I think I understand.”


　Anna nodded. Orphe smiled sadly, stroked her head again, and stood.


“Franz hasn’t realized that yet.”


　His drowsy brown eyes turned back to the window, where Franz still stood frozen. Anna stared at the deep shadow of sorrow in Orphe’s gaze. How could such a gentle, smiling man harbor such darkness? It felt surreal.


　Looking up at Ritz, Anna noticed he too was watching Orphe with eyes full of quiet sorrow. It was unsettling, a little scary. She’d known Ritz less than ten days. She knew nothing about him.


“No spirit would willingly become the pawn of someone who doesn’t even accept themselves.”


　Turning back, Orphe’s voice was tinged with sadness. He noticed Ritz’s gaze shift and gave a faint, melancholy smile.


“He made me happy when he brought you two. For the first time, he tried to cooperate. He’ll learn to wield fire. I’m sure of it.”


　Encouraged by Orphe’s seemingly kind words, Anna finally smiled.


“Ritz-kun, Anna-chan… even if it’s just for a day, I’d like you to teach him. Just a little. Trust. Cooperation. Most importantly… believe in others. And in himself.”


　Orphe smiled gently. His eyes held a wisdom that seemed to pierce through his entire lifespan—eyes of pure enlightenment. Anna suddenly felt Orphe was very far away. Close, yet gazing into the distance.


“Forgive my rudeness… but who are you, exactly?”


　Ritz’s sudden question made Anna look up. His eyes were serious—there was depth behind that stare, something intense she couldn’t interrupt.


　Orphe just gave an enigmatic smile.


“Someone like you, yet not. At least, someone who’s lived longer than you.”


　He smiled, leaving the implication hanging. Orphe claimed to be older than Ritz—an elf who could live nearly a thousand years. That would mean Orphe was impossibly ancient. Strange.


“Just kidding. Better not to pry.”


　Orphe laughed brightly, as if the whole exchange had been a jest. How much of that was true? Looking at Ritz, Anna saw him exhale quietly, unaware of her gaze, and scratch his head.


“Well, tomorrow’s early. Better eat and rest.”


“Yes.”


“Ah, by the way—can either of you cook?”


　Anna tilted her head. Ritz shrugged.


“I’d say I’m fairly good.”


“Then could you fix the seasoning for dinner? I’m terrible at cooking.”


　Anna remembered now—Franz had been horrified when he heard Orphe made dinner.


“Of course.”


“Thank you. Meet in the dining room at five-thirty tomorrow.”


　Orphe smiled, then turned back to the window, silent once more—his gaze fixed solely on his solitary disciple.


　Ritz and Anna quietly left the room.


　That night, they slept under the same roof, each carrying their own burdens. The second day in Saradio had come at last.


“Don’t think about what can’t be helped!”


　Anna said aloud, clapping her cheeks. It was her adoptive father’s advice for moving forward.


“Alright, next—wake up Ritz!”


　She rushed back inside, dashed up the stairs, and knocked. Right on time, Ritz emerged, freshly dressed. So he could wake up early when he wanted to. Maybe he’d just been lazy in Vishnu?


　Ritz ruffled her head with a laugh.


“Time to eat, right? Let’s go.”


“Mm.”


　They headed to the dining room together. Breakfast was already set out. Orphe and Franz, seated and eating, had clearly gotten up early—earlier than Anna.


“Good morning.”


“Ah, good morning! Did you sleep well?”


　Orphe beamed, a stark contrast to yesterday. He gestured to the empty seats.


“Oh, sorry—this is all we had.”


“Don’t be silly! It’s amazing!”


　Anna grinned at the table. It was her first proper breakfast since leaving Vishnu. Golden-brown toast, scrambled eggs, bacon, and a warm, fragrant soup waited for her.


　Franz must’ve cooked this. Orphe’s meals were legendary disasters. Last night’s bread was like stone—she’d struggled to cut it. The potato soup had no salt or pepper, and the poorly peeled skins floated by the handful.


　She and Ritz had scooped them out and fixed it. Traveling with him, she’d seen—he cooked confidently, skillfully. He was good with kids, too. Maybe he’d be even better at running an orphanage than her.


“Let’s eat.”


　Beside her, Ritz had already started. Anna quickly followed suit. No time for overthinking.


　As they ate, Franz finally looked up. He looked exhausted. Had he not slept at all? Glancing at Ritz, she saw he’d noticed too, tilting his head slightly.


　Franz seemed too gloomy. As Anna worried, he shifted uncomfortably and mumbled, almost apologetically:


“I had to pack last night under Master’s orders. It was exhausting. Don’t mind me.”


“But still…”


　Saying such a flat thing with no expression—Anna couldn’t possibly ignore it.


“Anna, just eat.”


　Turning, she saw Ritz, who moments ago looked concerned, now eating calmly as if nothing happened. It bothered her… but she sensed staying quiet might be better. So she focused on her meal.


“Ah, about today’s plans…”


　As if oblivious to the awkward silence, Orphe cheerfully tore a piece of bread and spoke up.


“We’ll sell the vegetables and magic items all at once. Once everything’s sold, we pack up and leave.”


　With that, he went back to eating. They waited, but he said nothing more.


“That’s… it?”


　Ritz asked. Orphe just chewed and nodded. So much for “plans”—turns out, his plan was no plan at all. But overcomplicating things only led to confusion. Anna decided it was fine.


“Well then, thank you for the meal.”


　Breakfast ended quickly. Orphe stood and left. Franz immediately began clearing plates. Everything felt rushed.


“Hurry! The good spots will be taken!”


“Huh?”


“Staking claims! First come, first served!”


“Eh?!”


　That was serious.


“Take only essentials. We’ll come back!”


“Got it!”


　Stuffing the rest of their meal into bags, Anna rushed out with only her minimal luggage and valuables. Ritz’s load was just as light.


“Come on, hurry!”


　Outside, Orphe was attaching a cart to a chestnut-colored horse, stacking goods. Franz efficiently wrapped items in cloth and loaded them. Watching them, Anna realized the market was no joke—it was chaotic.


　Fifteen minutes later, they finally set off. The creaky cart carried their wares, Anna’s vegetables, and—perched on the platform—Ritz and Anna. It rattled down the cobblestone streets, jolting violently. Anna had never realized paved roads could be this bumpy. Her village had no paved paths.


　Half an hour later, just as her backside began to ache, they arrived at the park hosting the market. They disembarked and entered on foot. The large gate led into a sea of people—already packed.


“So many people…”


　Ritz murmured, gazing at the crowd. Anna agreed. Everywhere she looked—people, people, people. She’d never seen so many gathered in one place.


“Whoa! It’s nothing but people!”


　Vendors rushed about setting up. These must be the participants. And this was *before* opening. What would it be like once it started? Wouldn’t the buyers just crush everyone?


　Anna looked around in fascination, though people kept bumping into her. How did they walk in such crowds?


　Beside her, Franz expertly navigated the throng, expression stiff, unusually quiet. Since leaving the house, he’d kept his hat pulled low—so low Anna could barely see his face from the front. Lucky for her, she was shorter. From Ritz’s angle, he probably saw nothing but a hat.


　Franz hadn’t spoken a word since entering Saradio. He looked unhappy, but she couldn’t tell why. She wanted to ask, but the crowd made it impossible to get close.


　Maybe his gloom was her fault—because she’d used spirit magic? Was she cruel, showing off in front of this younger, struggling novice?


　After passing the gate, two mercenary-like men stood guard. Nearby, a nervous-looking merchant sat at a desk, writing. Everyone who entered approached him, exchanging words. This must be registration.


“Alright, let’s get registered.”


　Orphe left the three to guard the cart and cheerfully headed to the desk. His turn came quickly. After a brief exchange, he returned with a slip of paper—marked “Vendor Permit.”


“Registration done. Now, find a spot!”


“Oh!”


　Ritz and Anna replied instinctively. The festive atmosphere, Orphe’s excitement—it was infectious. Franz worried her, but the sky was clear, the air vibrant. It’d be a waste not to enjoy the festival spirit.


　In this odd mix—three cheerful souls and one sullen Franz—they pushed the cart, searching. The circular plaza was large, but all the prime spots were gone.


“We should’ve come earlier.”


　Orphe said it, but whether he meant it or not was unclear. His expression didn’t show regret—just an offhand remark. No one like Orphe had existed in her village. He was strange, refreshing.


　Ritz and Orphe—so many different people existed beyond the village.


　After circling the plaza, they settled on a corner spot—nothing special, but with decent foot traffic. As first-time vendors, maybe fewer people were better.


“Come on, arrange everything! Anna-chan, Ritz-kun—this is for your living expenses, so work hard!”


　The most excited wasn’t the beneficiaries, but Orphe. Completely opposite Franz’s grim silence, Orphe cheerfully told them to help unload.


　Overwhelmed by the chaos, Anna quickly joined Ritz and Franz, who were already unloading.


“Guess they’re all up early for this.”


　Ritz muttered as he handed down bundles.


“Yeah. Amazing.”


　Nodding as she took a light bag, Anna followed Orphe’s lead and began arranging vegetables. Ritz had enough travel money—he wasn’t desperate. Anna, with nothing, had to work hardest.


“Anna, put the leafy greens in front! Freshness is everything!”


　While unloading, Ritz advised.


“Okay!”


　But she wasn’t sure how. Back in Vishnu, big markets were rare—only festival stalls. They’d grown most of their own vegetables, rarely buying any. Her basket overflowed with fresh carrots, radishes, and other produce. Of course, the seasonal sweet potatoes too.


“Ritz~”


“Hm?”


“How do you arrange vegetables…?”


“Ah, right.”


　Noticing her confusion, Ritz handed his load to Franz and came over. Skillfully, he placed crisp greens in front, roots at the back.


“Sweet potatoes are in season—let’s move them forward a bit.”


　The display instantly looked better.


“You’re amazing, Ritz! Did you work at a vegetable stand before?”


“Nope. Isn’t this how most markets look?”


　His matter-of-fact answer made Anna even more impressed. Ritz had seen many city markets.


“I see… amazing…”


“It’s nothing. Let’s finish arranging.”


　Brushing it off, Ritz decorated the rest—bright-colored veggies forward, long ones stood upright. Watching him, Anna gradually learned how to arrange for impact, and they kept adjusting positions.


“Alright! This should do!”


　After a final check, Ritz and Anna stood before their stall. In less than an hour, a small but neat vegetable stand had formed. Her basket had held far more than she’d thought. Anton must’ve been generous.


　Anna mentally thanked her adoptive father in Vishnu.


“What do you think, Franz? Looks good, right?”


　Ritz asked Franz, who was silently arranging strange objects on a red cloth beside them.


“It’s fine.”


　A brief reply. Franz went back to work. Ritz gave a light shrug. Orphe just watched, amused, hands in pockets. But Franz didn’t complain. He was clearly used to this.


　The only thing Orphe had done was attach mysterious pole-like things to both ends of the stall.


　Once the display was set, a loud trumpet sounded—clearly the market’s opening. Crowds flooded through the gates, bags in hand.


“Here we go—time to get busy.”


　Orphe said, pulling a cloth from the cart. It boldly read, *Fresh Vishnu Vegetables 
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After about two hours of selling, the last of Orphe's suspicious gadgets had vanished, and every single item was sold out. Sitting beneath the brim of his deeply pulled hat, Franz let out a long, relieved sigh. It had gone well, and his identity had remained uncovered. Their morning market venture had been a success.

He silently handed Anna the slip of paper recording the sum collected. Anna's eyes widened at the amount, far exceeding expectations.

"Whoa…"

She breathed out in awe.

"To think those vegetables I got for free would become such a fortune…"

Looking at the sum sheet as if she'd been tricked—or perhaps dreaming—she examined it over and over again, sizing up the incredible sum. Finally convinced the money was real, Anna turned back to her partner, Ritz.

"Hey, Ritz… if vegetables can sell for this much, why is my village still so poor?"

For Franz, it was the most basic of business principles. But Ritz struggled to simplify the answer for Anna's understanding.

"Well, see… when the veggies leave the village, they cost next to nothing, so the village itself doesn't earn much."

"But we just sold them for so much!"

Listening in, it seemed difficult to explain commerce in a way Anna could easily grasp. Franz remained silent, listening to Ritz fumble through an explanation about transporters' wages, merchants' profits, and toll fees for market access—things Anna would never get.

"First," Ritz began carefully, "the person who transports the goods gets paid, so the price goes up."

"Okay… and then?"

"And the person who sells them gets paid, so it goes up again. Plus, there's the cost of setting up a stall, so the price rises once more."

In other words, the money flowing into Vishnu was only the base cost—the original farming price. Today's profit, set by Franz and Orphe based on general market standards, captured the full markup that usually went to middlemen because they'd brought and sold the produce directly.

"So… because we did all of it ourselves, the vegetables became a huge sum!" Anna exclaimed.

"Yeah… right, Franz?"

Ritz shrugged and passed the baton to Franz. His explanation hadn't been wrong, and Anna seemed satisfied, so Franz simply nodded without a word.

Just then, Orphe—who had disappeared again at some point—reappeared, balancing milk teas for everyone.

"Well, well, you all really worked hard! This one's on me—go ahead, drink up."

In his other hand, he held a paper bag. What was inside didn't take much to guess—another batch of the same junk they'd sold today, no doubt. Franz scowled in silence. Orphe offered an awkward grin, raising his hands placatingly.

"Don't get so mad, Franz. I'll clean it all up myself this time, promise."

He always said that, but Franz had never actually seen him clean anything.

"Here, I got one for you too—go on, drink!"

Orphe forced a cup into Franz's hands despite his cold stare. So that's how it was—he wanted to smooth things over with a drink. It was the same every time Orphe tried to pacify him with something. Franz usually grew angrier, but today, his throat was parched—he decided to let it slide.

Letting out a quiet sigh, he ignored Orphe, who was passing out milk teas, and sat down in the newly emptied space. It was the perfect time to catch his breath before heading back.

"Still, I really owe you, Franz. I don't know what we'd do without you—we couldn't have handled so many customers alone."

Ritz sat beside him, grinning. On his other side, Anna smiled sweetly at Franz. In truth, after the initial rush, Anna and Ritz hadn't participated in any of the financial handling—Franz had done it all himself.

"I didn't know what to expect, but you're actually pretty reliable, you know?"

There was a lightness in Ritz's teasing, but beneath it, a genuine note of trust. For the first time, Franz realized that being trusted could feel good. It wasn't unpleasant at all—more like a warm, comforting sensation. He'd focused on counting the money while quietly trusting Ritz and Anna with everything else. Was that also a form of trust?

It was a new, strangely pleasant emotion. For the first time in his life, Franz felt… happy. If things could stay like this, perhaps he could finally live a little easier.

Still, maybe it *was* a mistake to remain in this town. Beyond its borders, perhaps there was something—a place where his abilities could find their match. And if that happened, the spirit of fire might finally grant him its power. That would be truly wonderful.

As they sat, basking in a rare sense of peaceful fulfillment, a sudden, brash clatter of footsteps shattered the calm. Glancing over absentmindedly, Franz saw several mercenaries rushing inside through the morning market's entrance.

"Something up?"

Franz whispered, quickly looking down. They were members of the Saradio Guard Corps—a private militia force. Being seen by them was the last thing he wanted. Yet contrary to his silent prayers, the group marched straight toward them.

"...?"

Peering through the gap in his hat, Franz saw that Anna, oblivious, tilted her head in confusion. The apparent leader stepped forward.

"Who is Orphe, the representative?"

Unfazed, Master Orphe casually rose to his feet.

"That would be me."

The bystanders nearby stopped, whispering as they watched the tense scene unfold. Franz clenched his fists slightly, acutely aware of the nervous tension. Orphe, acutely aware of Franz's state, calmly held his ground without a flicker of fear before the intimidating man.

Suddenly, there was a shift in presence. Ritz, sitting beside Franz, set his cup down soundlessly and rested a hand on the hilt of his massive sword with swift precision.

In that same instant, a gasp escaped Ritz's lips.

"...Ah!"

The leader from the guard corps uttered a similar cry. Their next words defied all expectations.

"You! Jin!"

"...C-Captain!"

The mercenary rushed toward Ritz, who stared back, stunned. Franz couldn't help but look up.

The man called Jin wore a humble, awkward smile, unlike Ritz's composed dignity, yet shared a similar aura. His sword, well-worn and battle-hardened, hinted at real skill.

"Captain! What are you doing here?"

Jin's comrades and Franz's group all looked on in equal shock.

"What are *you* doing?" Ritz shot back, the tension instantly evaporating from his voice. He adjusted his greatsword on his back and looked Jin over with bemused disbelief.

"I, uh… I'm with this private guard unit now…"

"What are *you* doing in this kingdom?"

"I was sent to find you, of course!"

Jin said loudly—then stopped himself, glancing around before lowering his voice.

"...Did you get blinded by money again?"

"...Come on, no need to say it like that."

"Isn't it true?"

"...I suppose not…"

Jin let out a sheepish sigh. Apparently, he'd come to search for Ritz but, dazzled by gold, ended up joining the guard corps on a whim. Then again, the guard corps paid handsomely for skilled fighters.

"Yeah… that's just like you…"

Ritz scratched his head with a sigh. Jiin offered an apologetic grin, clearly embarrassed. Franz couldn't shake the impression that his smile reminded him of people who flattered powerful patrons—the kind of obsequiousness he'd grown to despise. Was it just his imagination, or was there a pitiful edge to that smile?

Ritz stared at Jin a moment longer before sighing once more. He was clearly surprised to find his former subordinate here. Anna tugged at his sleeve curiously.

"Ah, this guy's an old subordinate from my mercenary days."

Anna and Orphe exchanged glances. To Franz, the revelation was even more jarring. *Ritz was a mercenary?* It made sense now—why he carried himself the way he did.

"Reckless, driven by honor and profit—gifted in battle, but utterly devoid of loyalty."

Ritz summed him up bluntly, and Jin let out a strained laugh.

"That's pushing it, Captain…"

"Yet even so, I heard you're one of the top fighters in the Guard Corps, so Lord Ville Lucina spared no expense to recruit you?"

Orphe tilted his head, curious. Franz never knew that—but then again, Orphe seemed to know an unsettling amount about the city. He was always surprisingly well-informed.

Franz stared at Jin—the former subordinate—and wondered what kind of man his former superior truly was.

"I'm not coming back anytime soon. You know I'm always on the move—might wander for years."

"I know. But orders are orders, right?"

"...Who even *says* that? You're a mercenary too!"

Ritz scratched his head in exasperation. Despite his disgruntled expression, Jin offered a weak smile.

"Hey, I'll probably never go back either…"

"Figures."

It seemed Jin's search mission was just a pretext—he clearly had no intention of dragging Ritz back. No wonder. His current position was likely comfortable, even happy.

"You're playing underhanded games, aren't you…"

"Uhhh…"

Jin gulped.

"Just be careful. You'll only suffer the consequences in the end."

"I get it, I get it…"

He plastered on a cheap grin, but his eyes remained empty. An unsettling man. Not that the other mercenaries had any reason to watch their superiors' private conversation. One of them, growing impatient, shouted out.

"Orphe-san—we're placing you under arrest for abduction!"

"...Huh?"

Ritz and Anna couldn't help but cry out in surprise.

"What do you mean, abduction? Who kidnapped whom?"

As Ritz grabbed Jin by the collar and lifted him into the air, Jin's feet dangled helplessly.

"The son of the Saradio lord!"

Jin gasped, struggling for breath. Franz's eyes snapped wide open. Fury surged, trembling through his body again.

"The *son of the Saradio lord*? Where the hell is he?"

Before Ritz could react further, Franz had reached his limit. He slowly rose to his feet and hurled his hat violently to the ground.

"I wasn't abducted!"

His roar silenced everyone. Ritz looked at him in shock.

"...You mean *Franz*?"

He turned to the dangling Jin, who nodded weakly. Ritz released him instantly, and Jin collapsed onto the pavement.

Regaining his composure, Jin cleared his throat, striving for dignity in front of his comrades. He turned to Ritz and spoke with finality.

"He is Lord Ville Lucina's only son, Franz Lucina."

Ⅶ

Having packed up, the group was now surrounded by guards as they stepped into the Lucina family estate. The gate opened to a vast, beautifully maintained garden. The estate grounds held several buildings, the largest at its center, clearly their destination.

Ritz had seen a few mansions of autonomous lords before, but this—Saradio—was among the largest by far. The Lucinas were generations of wealthy merchants; such a colossal estate was to be expected.

"This could fit the entire Church Hill…"

Anna whispered, her wide eyes shimmering with disbelief. Yet it was true—such a place could probably relocate the entire hillside church and still spare land. The Lucina family's wealth was instantly apparent from the sheer size of this residence overlooking the main street.

Glancing at Franz beside him, Ritz saw him silent and rigid, his blue eyes burning with anger. By now, Orphe's horse and their rickety cart had been taken away somewhere.

They passed through the center of the garden and, as expected, were escorted into the great central manor, then together into a reception hall. Inside the mansion, guards and servants immediately attempted to take Franz to a separate room—only for the attempt to be derailed by Franz's forceful resistance.

Four of them sat alone in the reception room, but an odd, stifling silence hung in the air. At its core was Franz, burning with so much anger that approaching him now seemed like suicide.

With no choice, Ritz leaned back on the sofa, letting out a heavy sigh as he looked around. Despite the room being seemingly empty, a magnificent chandelier cast a flickering, red glow across the walls.

A heavy wooden chest stood against the wall, displaying a large, vibrantly colored vase that clearly didn't originate in the Yuresla Kingdom. The exotic flowers inside were equally foreign to this northern region—and no doubt extremely valuable.

The floor was covered in a plush, deep red carpet. A heavy, ornate sofa set occupied the center of the room. The centerpiece table, made of solid natural wood without patches or joins, had a crystal inlaid at its center—an item rarely seen in the kingdom.

"Unbelievable…"

Ritz muttered the only words he could manage. The opulence was overwhelming. It made him uneasy, not particularly envious.

"Haa…"

Anna gaped, looking around wide-eyed. Though she couldn't name the items, the flashy room seemed to leave her unimpressed—her soft whisper confirmed it.

"I don't like this place much…"

Ritz agreed. He preferred old, familiar tools with character over gilded, showy craftsmanship.

After a while, a stout man entered, half-dragging a beautiful woman beside him, flanked by Jin. His face, slick with grease, appeared unnaturally aged and grotesque.

"Welcome home, Franz. I've been so worried."

Franz's face twisted in disgust at the overly sweet tone. This was Lord Ville Lucina, the merchant-overlord of Saradio.

Anna just stared, mouth open. To her, he was an entirely new species. To Ritz, the man was instantly repellent. Exactly the kind he'd want nothing to do with.

The overpriced commerce rights along the main road, the pervasive sense that *money is all that matters*—it all seemed to radiate from this man. His grotesque body looked like it was chiseled from the misappropriated wealth of others.

His smile was pure facade, pure deceit. If he were just a commoner, he'd simply be an annoyance. But as a lord, his presence became a burden.

The people of Saradio Autonomous District must suffer. And to be his *son*? That was true misery. Franz, who seemed so cleanly principled, deserved Ritz's deepest sympathy.

As if gagging, Franz's face contorted grotesquely. Ville, either oblivious or uncaring, let out a croaking, froglike laugh.

"I'm so glad you're finally back, Franz!"

Franz winced again. He tried to stay expressionless, but his resentment seeped through. Watching them blankly, Ritz couldn't help but think, *How the heck did such a handsome kid come from this ugly man*? Franz clearly took after his mother.

Noticing Ritz's narrowed gaze, Ville sneered.

"So you fought in the same mercenary group as Jin, yes? I've heard tales of your terrifying battle prowess. How many men have you slain with that greatsword?"

Ville's face gleamed with a cruel, prurient interest. *What a shallow man*, Ritz thought. Only a moron would ask a mercenary to recount his kills. And any mercenary who tried to boast would be laughed off the battlefield.

"Search me. I'll leave that to your imagination."

He slumped into the sofa, brushing Ville off. From beside him, he felt Anna inch slightly away. He glanced over to see fear flicker in her eyes. His own expression must have turned cold, the kind man he usually was vanishing.

This was the face of a mercenary—but to Anna, it was terrifying.

Ritz subtly adjusted his posture, turning his back to Ville and facing Anna. To her anxious stare, he flashed a bright wink.

He pretended it was a joke to cover his grim expression. But the small gesture was enough—Anna relaxed and smiled. Ritz let out a quiet sigh *inside*. When he was with Anna, it seemed he'd have to bury the mercenary within himself.

He'd just have to let her believe that attitude was just a role he put on with unpleasant people. The truth was, being a good person wasn't enough to survive the world—especially not the mercenary world.

Ville's voice carried on, undeterred by Ritz's silence.

"They say you were a top-tier mercenary. Your experience far surpasses even Jin's. Tell me, why not take command of the Saradio Guard Corps? The pay, of course, would be as much as you desire."

Ritz coolly dismissed the slimy tone and gaze.

"I decline."

"Why?"

"Because I don't take jobs I dislike. It's my creed."

"An unprofitable man."

With a sneer, Ville turned to Jin.

"Go on—drag him out."

But Jin hesitated, drenched in cold sweat, shaking his head fiercely. A weasel, driven by profit, switching sides at will. And Ritz had disciplined him for it before. Jin *knew*—he was no match for Ritz, not even with fists.

"I… I can't."

Seeing his life threatened, Jin fumbled and fled the room. No surprise—he was a coward who valued survival over all. He'd never question an order while his own skin was safe.

"Useless."

Ville spat the word like trash—exactly how he'd treat Jin, Ritz thought.

"You couldn't control him. But I did."

Ritz muttered quietly. Whether through sheer will or something deeper, the master-servant dynamic was clearly visible. Yet Ville, already distracted, turned his attention to Orphe.

"Orphe-sensei, I've heard the story. You've been deceiving Franz by making him slave away at the morning market."

Orphe tilted his head, puzzled. *How did that story even start?* Ville quickly answered.

"The greengrocer told me. You're conspiring with this outsider to exploit Franz, aren't you? We have evidence!"

*Greengrocer*… He had an idea of who that might be. Probably the merchant they'd asked to sell the vegetables yesterday, muttering and later tattling to the lord. *Great.*

Ritz sighed and rubbed his temple. High-priced trading rights, soulless pursuit of coin. What a damn nuisance. Truly, a leading commercial city left him speechless.

"Haaa... Is that so?"

Orphe, unfazed, calmly rubbed his chin. His nonchalance only irritated Ville.

"Are you even listening?!"

Ville slammed the table violently. Yet only his female companion flinched. Ritz, battle-hardened, didn't blink. Orphe simply chuckled. Even naive Anna remained composed.

These men weren't merchants begging at Ville's feet. They had no reason to fear losing his favor.

To Ville, who'd made countless traders tremble with just a gesture, their indifference was infuriating.

"Franz. Come back. You are a Lucina. You can bring prosperity to Saradio and untold profits. We have no others with spirit power. Spirit magic is pointless—forgo it."

Giving up on the others, Ville now focused on convincing his son. But his words only wounded Franz, who'd long struggled to control his elemental abilities.

Franz bit his lip, fighting not to respond. To Ritz, it was painful. Franz had locked away his emotions too tightly, until he could no longer express them. Ville, who only sought control and obedience, had no awareness of his son's pain.

He couldn't tolerate defiance. That was the core of his ignorance. A foolish man. When a father-son bond breaks, they become more distant than strangers.

Suddenly, Orphe looked up sharply. Ritz followed his gaze. Orphe was staring at the ornate chandelier. Ritz looked at it too—and felt a flicker of unease. The flames seemed to have grown, and the room felt hotter.

*Must be imagination?*

"Let's be honest—you're being deceived. You're being led by some unknown spirit user, used however they please. Return to me. I'll give you wealth and glory beyond imagining!"

Ville's relentless words poured oil on Franz's smoldering anger. Franz's hands trembled, clenched tightly on his knees.

Then, the chandelier's flames crackled—"snap, snap"—audibly growing. The heat in the room undeniably rose. Now, even Anne and Orphe looked up.

"Ritz… do you hear it?"

She whispered.

"Hear what?"

"That voice—'Rage… destroy… burn it all!' It's so angry."

Ritz couldn't hear it—but Anna could. It was a spirit's voice. He looked back at the chandelier—the flames now undeniably larger.

"Then now you're associating with nothing but trash—a washed-up mercenary and a child! Look what you've stooped to!"

"Trash…?"

Franz growled, barely above a whisper. The chandelier's glass cracked as the flames swelled violently, and a fissure split the central crystal. Anna covered her ears.

"Ritz… the voice is getting louder…"

"That's… Ah!"

Orphe and Anna both cried out in unison. Enraged at being interrupted, Ville screamed back louder.

"I'm the one speaking here! Silence, fake spirit master!"

Dozens of glass bulbs in the luxurious chandelier shattered at once under the surging pressure of the fire within, spraying down like glowing rain over Ville. Ritz reacted instantly, pulling Anna into his arms. Orphe crouched for cover.

"W-what…?"

Stunned, Ville stared, bleeding from fragmented glass.

"The fire spirit… it's angry. So angry…"

In Ritz's arms, Anna whispered, her eyes darting fearfully to Franz, her hands gripping his clothes tightly.

"What's wrong?"

"Franz… he's being taken over!"

"What?"

Ritz couldn't see spirits—but he could see Franz's transformation. Franz stood, draped in fury, glaring at his father with an inhuman intensity.

"Anna, what do you see?"

"The fire spirit… it's spiraling around Franz, driven by pure destruction!"

Even as she spoke, the small chandeliers on the walls shattered. The room grew hotter by the second. It was no longer a cool season—yet it felt like midsummer.

Ritz clicked his tongue, eyes fixed on Franz. The air buzzed with abnormal energy. Franz didn't flinch from falling glass. His blue eyes—burning with hatred and disgust—shone like blue flames.

In the chaos, Franz's voice sliced through, chillingly calm.

"Be silent."

His cold, icy tone made Ville tremble. He seemed to realize it now—the person before him wasn't his beloved Franz Lucina.

The flames had already begun to surge violently around Franz. So *he* was a spirit user? Franz had never once used elemental magic in front of Ritz or Anna, and Orphe had said nothing. No wonder he hadn't known.

"All this time, only my master ever truly understood me. I don't *want* to be understood by you. You're just a filthy, gold-soaked pig. A bloated, repulsive swine stained with filth has no right to mock my mentor!"

"Khhh!"

Ville shrank back, shaking. Franz rose slowly, raising a finger to point at him.

"Just… vanish."

The voice wasn't Franz's. Yet it clearly came from his mouth.

Ritz stared in shock—Franz's eyes were utterly empty. Just burning blue. This was familiar to Ritz, a veteran mercenary who'd fought beside spirit users.

*The spirit is taking him over.*

Spirits had no physical form. They cloaked themselves in nature. But when a spirit user's emotions aligned with the spirit's will—and opened their body as a vessel—chaos began. Their body, offering limitless power, was irresistibly tempting.

Franz raised his hands calmly before his chest, hands meeting.

"O flame of death and rebirth, that consumes all, grant me your power!"

"No, Franz—stop!"

Ritz lunged, trying to pin Franz from behind before the incantation completed—but he was too late.

"He's in a trance!" Orphe cried, shaking him. But it was over—the fire spread. Flames slithered across the floor with eerie smoothness.

"Franz, snap out of it! Don't let the spirit control you! Can you hear me, Franz?!"

Orphe's desperate pleas fell on deaf ears. Ville, utterly lost, sat frozen on the sofa. His back had broken.

The woman beside him had run off long ago. No one in this room cared about Ville anymore.

"What the hell is going on?!"

Ritz shouted the question into the swirling flames.

"Until now, he sealed his emotions so tightly that he suppressed his very ability to control spirits. That's why, despite his incredible talent, he could never wield the fire spirit. But now, the seal has broken. His pent-up feelings have exploded—and so has his power."

As if the explanation helped. He didn't care—he needed to know how to *stop* it.

"Then *how do we stop it*?!"

Orphe's answer was bleak.

"There's nothing we can do. Only Franz, by overcoming his inner rage, can suppress the flames."

"Nonsense…"

"Franz's true nature is a fire spirit user. Among all spirits, fire is the fiercest. To be chosen by it means Franz's true self is one of intense emotion."

"Come on. That's a joke."

Ritz looked at Franz—standing still, face emotionless, yet a cruel smile playing on his lips. The fire swirling around him seemed to revel in destruction.

The fiery vortex began to take shape—until it transformed into a massive fire dragon.

"Fire Dragon…"

Orphe whispered in shock. Ritz could only gape. The spirit Franz had suppressed was the highest-ranking fire spirit—the fire dragon itself.

His suppressed rage must have been powerful beyond measure.

Slowly, the fire dragon turned, as if surveying the room. Where it passed, flames surged wildly. Trapped in the inferno, Ritz suddenly remembered Anna's power.

"Anna—call the water dragon! Summon it—*now*!"

"Eh?! Here?!"

"There's no choice!"

"R-Right!"

As Ritz shouted instructions, he drew his greatsword. Ville's reaction was predictable.

"You're going to *cut* Franz?!"

Disgusted by Ville's stupidity, Ritz raised his sword directly at him.

"Slicing you might calm him down!"

"Kyaaa!"

"Besides, *you're* the one who pushed him this far!"

Ville curled into the tightest ball his fat allowed. *Parent? Could you at least try to fix your son's mess?* Though, if you were any kind of decent father, things wouldn't have gotten to this point.

"I've no intention of dying pointlessly, so I'll blast a way out—with this sword."

Ignoring the cowering Ville, Ritz scanned the room. The flames grew steadily. Anna darted around, nearly panicking.

"Calm down, Anna!"

"But! But!"

"What?"

"I can't summon the water dragon without water!"

Anna started stomping her feet right there. Her journey from a sleepy village to direct combat—no wonder she was overwhelmed. But they needed her now. There was no escape without her help. Even a momentary weakening of the fire could create an opening.

Ritz scanned the room quickly.

"Pull the flowers out of that vase—there's water inside!"

With a yank, Anna tore the bouquet free and peered inside.

"Well?"

"Plenty!"

"Can you do it?"

"Wait a sec!"

She dragged the vase across the carpet, rolling it to the bare floor, and tipped it over. Water spilled into a wide puddle.

"Got it!"

"Good! Do it!"

Almost as Ritz finished speaking, Anna began her incantation.

"O water spirit, lifegiver of the earth, grant me your power! Water Dragon—appear!"

From the puddle, a massive water dragon surged forth. Water dragons used water as their gate—so even this small amount could summon one.

But in these flames? Its power would be half.

"Water Dragon, please! Put out the fire!"

In response, the water dragon roared—and wherever it flew, the fire died. But the source—the fire dragon—reignited it instantly. What was the point? Like pouring water on a burning stone.

"Ritz, it's no good! As long as the fire dragon keeps attacking, I can't stop it!"

Tears welled in Anna's eyes. The water dragon fought valiantly—but the fire dragon was simply too powerful. The room steamed up rapidly. At this rate, the water dragon wouldn't last.

And neither would the humans.

"Damn it!"

Franz—master of the fire dragon—still stood in a trance, gently swaying, eyes blank.

"What do we do… what can we *do*?!"

Ritz's scream was swallowed by roaring flames. They would all be ash soon. His mind spiraled. Unconsciously, his hand brushed the blue orb in his pocket.

Just then, for a moment, he thought—*If only my mother, Ciela, were here—she could coax the fire spirit.* But it was pointless to think on such things now.

Yet strangely, Ritz recalled a moment from his father, Karl—when a mischievous spirit blocked the water pipe from the lake. Karl had tapped the pipe at a forty-five degree angle.

Then he'd grinned at Ritz.

"Ritz, the trick is tapping it at an angle."

"Eh? But it's a *spirit*…"

"Exactly. There's an old saying—if you don't know what's inside, hit it at forty-five degrees."

"Oh…"

*Why…* Ritz thought. *Why now?*

But it made sense. The spirit within Franz was no different from that pipe. Perhaps a shock could break him free.

"Damn it! When all else fails—this is it!"

Ritz rushed to Franz and stood directly in front. Without hesitation, he slapped Franz across the face. The crack echoed through the room, louder than the fire. Another slap—harder. A punch would knock him out. This was the limit.

Franz flinched—slightly. Ritz didn't miss it.

"He risked his life to protect you—and you're burning him alive?"

Franz's eyes flickered.

"You'd kill me? Anna? We just worked together, had fun… and you'd burn us alive with your own hands? Are you *happy* now?"

Emotion flooded back into Franz's hollow eyes.

"...I—"

"You're awake. Good. Now, call back the fire dragon!"

"I can't…"

"Can't?"

"I don't know how!"

"...Ah. Right. You're still an apprentice, aren't you."

So was it truly over?

"Everyone… run. I can't stop this…"

Franz spoke calmly, but his face twisted in agony. He was blaming himself.

*Huh. So he's actually a good guy after all.*

After all, he'd risked everything to help Ritz and Anna. Despite appearances, he was a softie who just hadn't realized it.

Ritz knew he was far from a good man. Because of that, he couldn't bear to see someone so young lose himself and die. There was no doubt—these kids carried a future far brighter than his.

Both Franz and Anna.

He couldn't let them die—not when they possessed the future he never would.

Ritz took a deep breath. Then, no matter the danger, he would escape—carrying Franz with him.

"Idiot—think I'd run and leave my friends behind? Right, Anna?"

He turned with a fearless grin. Anna met his gaze and nodded, smiling.

"Yeah! We worked hard together. We're partners now. We'll make it out—*together*!"

Ⅷ

To Franz, it felt like a single drop of water had landed in a storm of rage.

Gradually, the anger controlling his heart began to subside.

He closed his eyes gently, reluctant to lose that warmth—the warmth in their smiles.

*Is this… what trusting someone feels like?*

No calculations. No hidden meanings. No logic. Just believing someone's words, completely—even when facing mortal danger.

Ritz and Anna both *believed* he could control the flames, holding back the fire dragon for him. Giving up now would mean betraying that trust.

The fire dragon's rage started to ebb. He couldn't miss this chance. Determination flared as Franz opened his eyes again. Ritz was shouting instructions.

"Keep pressuring it! Wear it down!"

Anna, breathless, looked up and nodded.

"I'll try! Water Dragon, please!"

The water dragon coiled around the fire dragon. The fire dragon roared in pain.

"Franz! You can't do this alone! That's why we're here! Now, *do it*—control the fire dragon!"

As Franz stepped forward, his legs buckled—until a hand caught him.

"Okay, Franz?"

It was Orphe. His face—worried, unlike anything Franz had ever seen.

Then it hit Franz. Orphe had always supported him. Without complaint, for five years, through his silent, emotionless facade.

And yet… Franz had sometimes resented him. Had blamed him for not finding better ways to control the spirits.

Why couldn't his master teach him faster? Why couldn't he do it after years of learning? Could it be Orphe just wanted a convenient servant?

Franz had thought those things—deep inside.

But that wasn't it. That wasn't true at all.

He'd failed to see the support offered to him. He'd drawn into a shell, pretending not to see the hands reaching out.

The spirits had kept their distance—because Franz had never tried to reach back. All he'd done was demand obedience. And so, he'd locked his heart tighter.

But not Orphe. Orphe never ordered or suppressed him. There had to be something missing, and Orphe had known it all along.

"Franz?"

"I'm all right."

"Really? Need any help?"

"No. I'm fine. *I'll* control it."

As Orphe stepped back, Franz stood alone, facing the fire dragon.

*"Please…" "Trust…"*

He remembered Anna's words when she commanded the water dragon. He stared directly at the fire dragon.

It was okay. He felt more composed than ever. No anger, no frustration—just calm.

Maybe this was an illusion born of crisis. But now, there was something he wanted to believe in—someone he could believe in.

Maybe now, he could truly command the flames.

"Fire Dragon, heed my call! Return—*return to me*!"

The fire dragon shrieked sharply, then erupted in blinding light.

"Franz!"

Ritz and Anna shouted—but Franz couldn't respond. He stood there, anchoring himself against the radiance, until it surged back into his body.

"Ugh!"

His body burned as if from within. Pain seared up his nerves. His teeth clenched—yet through the screams, his will remained stronger.

He wouldn't give up. He didn't feel fear—only a need to reclaim the fire dragon.

For the people who trusted him.

When the light faded, a single, small orb of light hovered in his hand. Instinctively, he closed his fingers around it.

For the first time in his life, Franz had controlled fire.

He offered a faint, reassuring smile to the three worried faces before him—then his consciousness slipped away.

"Break through—we're getting out!"

The last things he heard were Ritz's shout, and the arms of Orphe and Anna—holding him up.

Ⅷ

"Wow, now *that* was a proper burn."

Ritz whistled, impressed. The garden and the side buildings remained, but the main mansion was reduced to blackened rubble.

"I thought we were done for… I'm so glad we made it!"

Anna exhaled, releasing her relief. She looked up at the mansion during the desperate escape—the fire had towered into the night sky, horrifyingly beautiful.

There were minor injuries, but no deaths despite the scale. If this had happened at Vishnu's church… the thought chilled her.

Crowds bustled around the distant land, already working on demolition. With the main house gone, Ville had several guest buildings to stay in. And according to Orphe, there was more than enough hidden wealth to rebuild the main house in no time.

No need for broke souls like Ritz and Anna to worry.

Suddenly, a heavy but warm hand landed gently on Anna's head.

"Well, no one's hurt—so things worked out."

"Yeah… I'm really relieved."

Ritz's hand softly patted her head again, then gently stroked her hair. Looking up, she saw his usual cheerful grin. At that, Anna felt utterly, completely safe.

Ritz gave her a strange sense of peace. Despite being raised caring for others, Anna had never before had someone she could truly rely on—someone she didn't have to pretend to be strong for.

Being with Ritz was simply a relief. And because of that, she trusted everything he said.

"Alright then—let's go."

"Okay!"

Having rested at Orphe's house after the incident, Ritz and Anna had spent the morning shopping—replacing Anna's travel gear, stocking up on rations. From here on, their journey would be sleeping out on the roads.

Even with the mansion burned, Saradio bustled as usual. The local economy hadn't stopped. Anna found it curiously impressive.

They wandered the market, picking up essentials Ritz suggested, stuffing them into their bags. The weight was no longer just physical—it carried Anna's emotions. Leaving Vishnu had been a journey in itself, but now, outfitting herself properly, she felt it deeply—*this* was the true beginning of her journey. The weight on her shoulders matched her resolve.

What lay ahead? Who were her parents, whom she searched for? Excitement and anxiety swirled in her chest.

"Time to go?"

Ritz smiled, hoisting his pack and giving Anna's head one more pat. Just like that, her worries eased.

No point in fearing what hadn't begun.

"Okay!"

Anna adjusted her bag and smiled back. The vegetables sold for way more than expected—warm clothes, winter gear, even decent rations. Not delicious by any stretch—yet sufficient. Now, Saradio was finally behind them.

Anna glanced back toward the charred remains. What would happen to Franz?

When they'd left Orphe's place, Franz was still unconscious with exhaustion. They'd left without a word. Orphe had told them—mentally and physically drained. Part of Anna felt guilty—but perhaps it was better this way.

Franz would become a great spirit user. If he could command such a powerful spirit even in anger…

*Don't lose, Franz!*

Anna cheered silently in her heart.

Then, Ritz stopped. They stood at a crossroads near Saradio's center—where the east-west traveler's road intersected with the narrow path south to the kingdom. To the north, Anna's hometown, Vishnu.

Ritz crouched, looking up at her with his usual cheerful ease.

"Well, Anna—who decides where we go next?"

Amid the bustling road, Anna froze, looking at the tall Ritz.

"Eh? I… can choose?"

Ritz just grinned, scratching the back of his head. A long lock of hair bounced playfully.

"I've been everywhere. Got no real preference. You pick where we go."

"Really?"

"Sure. We don't even have a destination yet."

Anna hesitated. Places she wanted to see… But geography wasn't her strong suit.

Then, suddenly, a vast, endless blue world flooded her mind—the kind only seen in picture books.

"I want to see the sea! I've only ever seen mountains!"

She'd never thought the sea would be within reach. Too far from Vishnu. Too far from anything familiar.

But if she could…

"Just once. I want to see it with my own eyes."

"Settled! Let's go to the sea!"

Ritz said with a bright laugh, adjusting his pack.

"Really?!"

"Of course. Get excited!"

"Okay!"

It felt like a dream. Light-footed, Anna skipped ahead as if dancing. Ritz followed at a relaxed pace—yet because of their height difference, their speed matched perfectly. For some reason, that seemed delightful.

"Great weather, huh?"

Anna took a deep breath of the pure morning air—the freshest and sweetest of the day.

"Yeah. Perfect day to begin a journey."

As the cheerful pair approached the city's edge, a scarred man in bandages stood with luggage at his feet.

"Ah! Franz!"

Anna cried, dashing over instantly.

"Ritz, come!"

Ritz smiled and walked over slowly. Both stood before Franz, who gave them his usual sour look.

"Where are you going?"

Trying to play it cool, Franz asked casually. Ritz, pretending not to notice the luggage, replied.

"Wherever we feel like. Isn't it obvious?"

Franz reached into his pocket and pulled out a small orb—the same as the ones Ritz and Anna carried.

"My master said to show you this. 'They'll understand once they see it.'"

Ritz and Anna looked at each other—then pulled out their own orbs.

Exactly the same.

How had Orphe known? He'd never seen them before.

Orphe was a mystery—a man whose age and piercing gaze suggested he saw more than he let on.

"This was given to me when the fire dragon returned. He said I'd understand its meaning only if I traveled with you."

Ritz listened with a smile—then grinned sharply at Franz.

"Aha. So you *do* want to come with us, don't you?"

Anna looked up at Franz, eyes shining with hope.

Franz remained silent, glancing between the two. Finally, he sighed faintly, lifting his head. His blue eyes, half-hidden by bangs, locked on theirs.

"It's only natural to worry about two people who can't handle money on their own."

Ritz reached into his coat.

"Fine. You're in charge."

He placed the entire sum of money they'd earned from Anna's vegetables into Franz's palm—entrusting it to him. Anna had no objections. That weight was proof Ritz and Anna trusted him.

For a fleeting instant, Franz's eyes narrowed.

"Did you… just smile? Anna, did you see it?"

"Yeah! I saw it! He definitely smiled!"

"...I don't think so… But…"

His face was expressionless again. Yet he looked back and forth between them.

"...I'm… a little happy."

Anna *knew* he was happy—even without a smile. It was strange. Franz had almost no expressions—but his eyes spoke volumes.

Maybe, even if he never smiled, she could learn to read him. Not overnight. But with time.

"Then," Ritz said, leisurely, "shall we be off?"

Anna answered brightly. Franz nodded, silently.

Not a cloud marred the brilliant blue sky.

　　　　◇　　　　◇　　　　◇　　　　◇

"Franz—this is your first time outside the city, right?"

After walking for a while, Ritz asked suddenly. Franz, gazing up at Ritz, gave a small nod.

"Yes."

"I see. Then, if it feels too tough, you can have Anna take care of you."

Then Ritz shifted his pack and walked ahead a few paces.

"...Huh?"

"Yeah! Don't be shy—ask me anytime!"

Anna beamed at Franz, oddly cheerful.

But—wait. She's clearly younger. How could he need *her* help?

Franz stared, but Anna just kept smiling.

"Really! I'm great with that kind of thing!"

He frowned, confused. Anna puffed up proudly.

"Besides, *I'm* the older sister here!"

"...Eh?"

Speechless, Franz leaned back.

"Because I'm *thirty*."

"...I'm... almost eighteen."

Seventeen, really. His birthday was less than ten days away—practically eighteen.

"I see… So young."

Anna nodded appreciatively.

"So… you're not human?"

"Well… that sounded kind of rude. But kind of, yeah. Maybe I have the same blood as Ritz."

"You mean, spirit race blood?"

"Maybe. But honestly—I don't even know my true nature."

A bombshell statement—yet Anna laughed, delighted. Franz could only stare.

"...Huh."

"Yeah. That's who I am."

He groaned softly, pressing his forehead.

"...So the only human I've ever known… is someone like this?"

Ritz, up ahead, turned.

"Hmm? Say something?"

"Nothing."

Franz looked up at the sky. Right before he left, Orphe had said:

"Franz, you'll learn many things by traveling with them. That knowledge will become your strength. Go. You can catch up now. You'll carve your own future. Understand?"

He didn't know why—but he felt he understood, just a little.

"Franz—you're slow!"

"Hurry up!"

Only then did he realize he'd stopped. Franz wordlessly nodded—and hurried to catch up to their backs.

The Carefree Travelers! 
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			"Haaaah…"

Anna let out another sigh.

"I'm hungry…"

She'd already said this dozens of times and was getting tired of it, but she couldn't help herself.

"Yeah, I'm really starving."

Ritz, walking alongside her, muttered the same. Looking up at him, Anna thought that since he was bigger and carrying a heavy load, he must be even hungrier.

"But saying it won't fill our stomachs."

"You're right…"

Mid-October, 1572 in the Yuresla Kingdom Calendar.

To be precise, four days after they had secured their immediate living expenses in the city of Saradio and spectacularly burned down a mansion with a Fire Dragon, the party was heading south along the Traveler's Highway, aiming for the Royal Capital of the Yuresla Kingdom, where the sea was.

Anna, who had never left the Village of Vishnu, learned for the first time that the best-maintained roads that crisscrossed the Eneonea Continent, including the Yuresla Kingdom, were called the Traveler's Highway.

Following these roads would lead you to the capital of almost any country. In Yuresla's case, that meant the Royal Capital Sears. The several Traveler's Highways in Yuresla all eventually led back to Sears, so as long as they didn't get the direction wrong, they would definitely reach the sea.

Because Anna had told Ritz, "I want to see the sea!" they were now simply and single-mindedly walking along what Ritz called "a straightforward road where even an idiot couldn't get lost on the way to Sears."

Normally, this might have been an easy journey, but the three of them—or rather, Anna and Ritz—were being forced to endure a difficult trek.

There was one reason for this: the craving for food.

Thanks to the calm and composed words of Franz, who had become their treasurer in Saradio, that "even if we have money, a luxurious journey is forbidden," Anna and her companions were forced to battle hunger. It was natural for a poor journey, but even so, the past four days had been an all-too-meager existence.

After all, once the three of them used up all their travel funds, they had no way of earning more money.

They had no vegetables to sell, nor any goods. Ritz, who was supposedly a mercenary captain and incredibly strong, constantly lamented that with two dependents in the peaceful Yuresla, he couldn't work.

Anna didn't know, but the work of a mercenary was probably difficult. She didn't quite understand what was different between them and the soldiers of the kingdom's army.

When she mentioned this to Ritz, all he said was, 'At least call them soldiers of the military, not just soldiers,' and wouldn't talk about his job.

Without money, they couldn't move forward. Of course, even the naive Anna understood that. But hunger was, above all, an irresistible force.

When she was in Vishnu, the meals had been simple, but she had still been able to eat properly three times a day, plus a snack. Thinking about it now, she was filled with gratitude for the villagers. She realized they had been blessed with abundance.

And now, it was dried meat and hard emergency bread every single day. And even that was only twice a day. It was just too much. She wanted to eat vegetables, at the very least, but since they hadn't reached a place with people, there was no way to get any.

Anna prided herself on her grit. But even if she fought hunger with grit, when you're hungry, you're hungry. It couldn't be helped, as she was alive.

"Fluffy beds, rye bread, wild strawberry jam."

As she muttered this under her breath, Ritz mumbled with a sigh.

"Steak, grilled meat, roast beef, bolognese."

Ritz, who was just as obsessed with food as Anna, had a list of wishes that was all meat. The thought of meat dishes made Anna pick up her single, long braid.

"Hey, Ritz, doesn't my braid look a little like a ham?"

Everything she looked at seemed to turn into food. But Ritz just glanced over at her and sighed.

"Ham is much bigger and more impressive than that."

"You think so~? You know, the kind tied up with string?"

"That's a sausage. And besides, it doesn't look tasty at all."

"Really…?"

The conversation between the two could be described as nothing short of childish. It was hardly a conversation one would expect between a 150-year-old spirit-kin and a thirty-year-old woman of unknown origin. That being said, Anna still looked to be about fourteen or fifteen, so the conversation narrowly avoided being creepy.

"I'm starving…"

"So hungry…"

The conversation was going in circles again.

While enduring his hunger, Ritz's gaze shifted slightly backward. Anna looked back as well.

Their eyes were on Franz. The face beneath his golden hair was as white as paper. No, it was beyond white, almost blue. Franz gritted his teeth and continued to walk in dogged silence.

In truth, there was a reason why Ritz and Anna were starving. Their food supply had dwindled more than they had initially planned when leaving Saradio.

Their current location was a mountain path near Tushil, the closest village from Saradio along the Traveler's Highway in the direction of the capital. According to the well-traveled Ritz, it would normally take a traveler two or three days to get from Saradio to Tushil. But it had already been over four days.

They were quite close now, so Ritz's assessment was that they would arrive with plenty of time to spare today, but even that was uncertain.

The reason for this… was Franz.

Ritz was a mercenary with the sturdy legs of an experienced traveler who had journeyed far and wide, and Anna had grown up running up and down the mountain slopes of her church, working in the orchards and fields, so a little fatigue was nothing to her.

But Franz was the ultimate sheltered son, who had never once set foot outside the city of Saradio in his life. The furthest he had ever traveled was from Orphe's house to the town center. In other words, he had almost never walked.

For him to suddenly embark on a journey that involved walking all day, it was no surprise that his pace was slow. On top of that, his stamina was incomparable to Ritz's or Anna's, and he tired easily. That's why they couldn't cover much distance.

Franz, who was already a man of few words, had at some point stopped speaking altogether. Anna guessed his feet must be covered in blisters, but Franz remained silent and said nothing. It seemed he didn't want to cause Ritz and Anna any more trouble.

Anna understood that Franz was doing his best. Even while gritting his teeth, Franz never once complained that it was tough or that he wanted to rest. They had told him many times not to hesitate to say so when he wanted a break, but he would only shake his head.

She thought he was a hard worker, but according to Ritz, his pride probably wouldn't allow him to rely on Anna or Ritz. Anna couldn't understand why he had to be so reserved. They had decided to travel together, so they were companions. She always thought it would be better if he would just be honest with them.

At first, out of consideration for Franz, they tried telling him not to hold back, but his stubbornness was so extreme that Ritz and Anna had already given up.

"My, my, the young'uns these days are so stubborn."

As if noticing that Anna was also concerned about Franz, Ritz said this in a playful, exaggerated tone and winked. The gesture suited him strangely, making Ritz seem very mature.

"Indeed they are."

Matching Ritz's tone, Anna replied with a smile. This phrase had recently become a trend between Ritz and Anna. From the perspective of the two who had lifespans longer than humans, the eighteen-year-old Franz was just a young kid.

But this phrase seemed to annoy Franz. He glared at the completely at-ease Ritz with anger in his blue eyes, visible through the gaps in his long bangs, but he said nothing, likely lacking the energy to do so.

Seeing this, Ritz's smile widened with even more confidence.

"Oh? Need something?"

But Franz seemed to lose all fighting spirit at once, letting out a small sigh and turning away.

"Nothing…"

"I see. Let me know if it gets tough."

With just that, Ritz turned forward again and started walking leisurely as if nothing had happened.

He was a uniquely built spirit-kin with a solid, slender frame, carrying a greatsword about Anna's height on his back, along with luggage for both himself and Franz.

For him, a man of great strength who wielded that greatsword with ease, this journey while carrying luggage was probably no trouble at all.

Anna was now walking lightly in front of the heavily equipped Ritz. Her luggage consisted of a quiver with only two arrows and a small bow. This bow and arrow served as a catalyst for her spirit magic. And her shoulder bag was a sturdy, large one she had made herself.

This amount of luggage was more than enough for the journey.

"Should we take a break soon?"

At Ritz's suggestion, Anna stopped and looked up at the sky. The sun was beginning to set. It would be dusk in a few hours.

She turned to look at Franz, who was breathing heavily, and it looked like his knees were shaking. Even though he had been chatting with Anna, Ritz was amazing for paying such close attention to Franz's condition.

Though it had only been fifteen days since they met, Anna had placed her complete trust in Ritz. Somehow, she felt that if she left things to Ritz, everything would be alright.

Since setting out on their journey, Anna had been repeatedly impressed by Ritz.

Back at the orphanage, she had always been attentive to the children, so she was extremely good at noticing the details of their expressions and physical conditions. But on this journey, everything she saw was new and exciting, and she tended to forget to look around.

For Anna, whose entire world had been Vishnu, this world was incredibly vast and fresh.

But the well-traveled Ritz was always looking out for their surroundings and for her and Franz. That alone was worthy of respect. She was even starting to think that maybe all mercenaries were as caring as he was.

"Franz, let's take a break."

Ritz called out to Franz, but Franz silently shook his pale face. He was clearly exhausted, yet he refused to rest.

*Maybe he feels insecure about his lack of stamina?* It might be the same as when the children at the orphanage pushed themselves too hard and ended up failing.

In times like these, they had secretly decided with Ritz to make him rest, no matter what. Ritz was sort of like a father to both of them. He nodded when her eyes met his, so Anna went around behind Franz, pulled on the hem of his clothes, and stopped him.

In just four days, she had gotten quite used to handling Franz.

"Hey Franz, let's rest~. I'm thirsty."

Realizing he was being looked after, Franz bit his lip slightly but then nodded faintly as if giving up. He himself must have known best that being stubborn was pointless.

And so, they took their umpteenth break of the day.

"Look, look! It's amazing! Because there are no trees right on the path, you can see the sky in the middle of all the green!"

Sinking down beside the slumping Franz, Anna raised her voice in delight and pointed to the sky. At her voice, Ritz and Franz looked up.

"It's blue and shining, like a road made of sky. It's beautiful!"

"Oh, you're a poet, Anna."

"Ehehe. You think so?"

The autumn sky was high and clear, with clouds like long ribbons flowing slowly through the blue.

"What do you think, Franz?"

Anna said brightly, placing a hand on the knee of the exhausted and listless Franz. His eyes were already half-closed.

"…You seem to be having fun… Anna…"

Franz managed to reply while catching his breath, then closed his eyes. In an instant, his faint breathing turned into the soft sound of sleep.

Seizing that moment, Anna quietly chanted an incantation in her mind so that Franz, also a spirit user, wouldn't hear.

"O Water Spirit who governs peace and healing. Soothe the pain in this body."

Anna was secretly casting healing magic on Franz. This was also something she had secretly arranged with Ritz beforehand.

It was a bit of a challenge to act cheerful and distract Franz so he wouldn't notice, but fortunately, he had never caught on. Without this, it would have been impossible for Franz to move forward.

After finishing the healing spell, Anna took a deep breath. Casting healing magic on Franz at every break left her a little tired too.

But compared to Franz, she was dozens of times more energetic. Frankly, when it came to stamina, she didn't feel like she would lose to any child who looked her age. After all, she had lived twice as many years, so by calculation, she had trained for twice the amount of work.

Moving a little away from the sleeping Franz, Anna sat down and stretched her legs. The grassy area was a bit cool, but the smell of the grass felt nice.

She glanced at Ritz, who had placed the large greatsword from his back a little away from them and was lying down. He looked very comfortable.

He had looked comfortable when he was helping out in the orchard back in Vishnu too, so maybe Ritz just liked rolling around outside like this.

*Is that what spirit-kin are like?* Anna, who knew no other spirit-kin, wondered for a moment.

"Get plenty of rest. We're planning to reach Tushil by the end of today."

Ritz said this while still lying down. If they could reach the village today, would they be able to have a proper meal? But maybe not, and they might have to camp out for one more night.

Thinking about that, Anna found herself craving vegetables. So she took out her favorite book on edible wild plants and mushrooms from her bag and opened it. Maybe there was something edible around. If there was, she would eat it instead of vegetables if they had to camp out.

Franz was leaning against a tree, so exhausted that he was sleeping without moving a muscle.

"Isn't he dead?"

Ritz, who was lying on his side, said this to Franz with amusement. On behalf of the sleeping Franz, Anna answered for him.

"Don't be silly, Ritz. He's definitely alive~"

But Franz didn't react at all to their conversation. He seemed to be sound asleep.

After making sure Ritz had fallen back into his thoughts, Anna resumed her search for wild plants.

"It's so peaceful~"

She heard Ritz mutter this, but it didn't seem like a statement expecting a reply, so she just glanced at him for a moment and didn't answer.

After that, Ritz became so quiet it was hard to tell if he was awake or asleep. Since his eyes were closed, he might have fallen asleep like Franz. Left behind, all Anna could hear was the high-pitched chirping of birds and the rustling of trees swaying in the wind.

*Yes, it really is peaceful,* Anna thought from the bottom of her heart. To be able to use all of her time for herself felt like a wonderful luxury. Taking care of the children was fun, but spending time on her own was also very enjoyable.

For a while, the three of them spent their time as they pleased. But the silence was broken by Ritz.

In the quiet and calm, Ritz suddenly stood up with his sword in hand. He then began to scan the surroundings, as if sensing something.

Still holding the edible grass she had just found, Anna asked the tense-looking Ritz.

"What's wrong, Ritz?"

When she asked in a relaxed tone, Ritz signaled her to be quiet with his hand and then silently searched for some presence. After a moment, Ritz spoke to Anna in a firm voice.

"Anna, there's a snake. It could be bad if it's a giant viper."

Ritz said this curtly and quietly readied his sword. Anna also strained her ears, but she couldn't hear anything.

"It's okay, I don't hear a snake."

Anna stood up cautiously. Ritz was a spirit-kin and his ears were slightly larger. So perhaps he could hear sounds that Anna couldn't.

Vishnu, surrounded by plateaus with forests only a short distance away, was rarely attacked, but Anna, a country girl, knew about the giant vipers from stories.

They grow to be five to ten meters long as adults and are fearsome venomous snakes that attack people and livestock in the spring and fall, dragging them into the forest. In the old days, they were said to be spotted in Vishnu on rare occasions. It seemed even the Traveler's Highway wasn't safe from such creatures.

The tension created by the two of them finally woke Franz up. He looked around with a puzzled expression, not quite grasping the situation. Franz had probably never encountered a giant viper before.

Perhaps, being city-bred, he didn't even know they existed.

The old folks in Vishnu used to laugh and tell stories about how they would swallow sheep whole. Come to think of it, they said the giant vipers stopped appearing because Anton put up a barrier.

Silence dominated the three of them.

The first thing to break that silence was the sound of rustling grass and leaves. And it was much louder and faster than before. It was coming closer.

That sound, clearly different from the rustling of the wind, made Anna freeze. There was something big! And that sound was definitely coming from nearby.

Anna gasped and looked to the side. Could the viper's target be the one who seemed weakest and easiest to catch… Franz?

"Damn it!"

As the word left his lips, Ritz was already running. But the snake seemed closer than Ritz. But where was it?

"Anna! Behind you!"

"Behind me?"

Ritz roared as he swung his greatsword. Anna grabbed her nearby luggage and instinctively pulled an arrow made of baked earth from her quiver and thrust it into the ground.

"Fall down!!"

The arrow of earth was meant to make an enemy stumble by borrowing the power of the earth spirits. In Anna's mind, the giant viper should have writhed and fallen, but reality was different.

The giant viper, unfazed by such things, was closing in on Franz and Anna.

Come to think of it, this arrow only works on things that are standing on the ground.

"Idiot! How can it fall if it doesn't have legs?"

Ritz's words made her blood run cold. Right, that was true.

Just as Anna was trying to think of her next move, the trees in front of them were knocked down with a tremendous crash.

The next moment, after a gasp, a five-meter-long giant viper stood before Anna.

"…!"

The snake's dark blue tongue danced inside its mouth like a separate creature. It was only for an instant, but that moment felt strangely slow to Anna.

"Anna, Franz! Move!"

Ritz's shout brought her back to her senses. She came to, but her legs were shaking so much she couldn't move. As Anna desperately tried to move her legs, she caught sight of Franz, who was still sitting down, unable to move.

She desperately steeled herself and glared at the giant viper.

*Franz can't move, so I can't run away. I'm older, I have to do something.*

The giant venomous snake leaped with a whoosh.

Instinctively, Anna stood in front of Franz. She shielded Franz, who was immobilized by exhaustion and fear, with both hands.

"Don't come any cloooser!!"

Of course, the venomous snake showed no mercy to the screaming Anna. It aimed straight for her.

"Anna!!"

Simultaneously with Franz's scream, Anna was struck by a searing pain that felt like her entire arm was on fire. The snake's fangs were piercing her arm. The snake's cold eyes stared at her expressionlessly. The next moment, her whole body was being coiled by the snake.

"Ugh…"

As she endured the pain, a groan of agony escaped her lips. She felt like screaming in fear, but she desperately held it in.

If she screamed, she felt like she would really be eaten, and she didn't want that.

"Damn you…!"

She heard Franz's groan, but she had no room to look his way.

"…*Gigigigigi*…"

The snake turned towards its new enemy, Ritz, and let out a threatening sound. In that instant, Anna's arm was freed from the fangs. Dark red blood dripped from the sharp fangs of the venomous snake that had released her arm.

Perhaps distracted by Ritz, the snake's grip on Anna loosened for just a moment. Anna desperately broke free from the snake and scrambled backward.

She almost stumbled from the still-burning pain.

"Ritz, I've been bitten!"

She tried to report her situation to Ritz's back as he ran past her. However, it didn't seem to have reached Ritz's ears.

Ritz, while running, threw away his scabbard in a fluid motion. The scabbard clattered as it rolled, momentarily distracting the venomous snake.

Ritz was not one to miss such an opportunity.

The oversized giant viper re-targeted Ritz, but it was too late. The snake couldn't keep up with the speed of this suddenly appeared enemy.

"You bastard!"

In front of Anna, who was desperately planting her feet, Ritz cut the giant viper in two with a single stroke. The head and body flew apart, and fresh blood spurted out.

Even with its head and body separated, the viper tried to flick Ritz away with its long tail. Ritz dodged it by leaping to the side and, as a finishing blow, split the viper's head in two from behind, vertically.

*It's the first time I've seen Ritz use a sword like this, but he's amazing,* Anna thought, pressing on her painful wound.

To cut down such a large snake with a single stroke is no ordinary feat.

*Ritz really is an incredible person…*

The giant viper was writhing in agony, letting out its death throes.

"Get back! Hurry!"

Ritz told her to, but Anna's legs wouldn't move. Franz was the same. Noticing the two of them, Ritz scooped up Franz and Anna under his arms and slowly backed away to the middle of the road.

In the tense atmosphere, the venomous snake's movements gradually ceased, and eventually, it stopped moving altogether. The tail, which had been the last to move, flopped to the ground. After confirming this, Ritz finally set the two of them down. But unable to stand, Anna slid to the ground.

She let out a sigh of relief, and Ritz turned around.

"It's safe now."

Franz, still rigid, collapsed and sat on the spot.

Anna finally took a breath.

Surprisingly, the pain in her arm had disappeared. Or rather, the sensation in her arm itself was gone. It was numb, and she couldn't feel anything.

But in its place, her whole body felt strangely sluggish. It was heavy, or perhaps a numb feeling, a sensation she had never experienced before and couldn't quite understand.

As she sat down, she realized for the first time that the safety of the past four days had been a miracle.

This wasn't the village; it was the outside world. She was forced to face that fact anew.

She was in a daze, but the sensation of her arm being lifted brought her back to her senses. In front of her, a crouching Ritz had taken her arm and was looking at the wound. Anna, too, timidly glanced at her numb arm. The wound from the viper's bite was already turning purple.

The condition must have been quite severe, as Ritz's face clouded over. For the always-confident Ritz to make such a face, she might be in a dangerous situation.

"Are you okay?"

Ritz asked gently. She wanted to answer brightly so as not to worry him, but her lips wouldn't move. On the contrary, a chill ran through her entire body.

Anna could only answer honestly and briefly.

"…Feels like I'm dying…"

Ritz, momentarily taken aback, fell silent for a second, then looked away slightly and muttered.

"…I'd imagine so."

Apparently, from Ritz's perspective, she was in a very bad state.

"This is bad…"

Ritz said it as if to himself, but with grave seriousness. If Ritz said so, things must be getting very serious. Ritz called out to Franz, who was still sitting there in a daze.

"Franz! Grab Anna's arm, tight."

Franz, not quite grasping the meaning of what was said so suddenly, looked up at Ritz with a vacant expression. Ritz slowly repeated his instructions to the still-shaken Franz.

"Grab her tightly above the bite, so the poison doesn't spread."

"Got it…"

Franz, his face pale, grabbed Anna's arm with a trembling hand. For some reason, since she couldn't see her own face, it felt like Franz was the paler one.

After having Franz hold her arm, Ritz ran towards the luggage they had left behind. He slipped past the dead snake, grabbed the luggage, and returned to them. Opening the bag, he took out a piece of cloth and tied it just above Anna's wound.

Then, he washed the bleeding wound with water from a canteen and applied a fresh-looking cloth to it. He had the dazed Franz, who had let go of her arm, press down on it firmly. He was extremely efficient. He seemed to be used to this.

Then Ritz went back to searching through the contents of the bag.

"Herbs, herbs…"

Ritz muttered to himself as he rummaged through the luggage.

But the next moment, as if realizing something, he stopped searching abruptly. Ritz's hand slowly withdrew from the bag.

"There are no herbs…"

Ritz's words sounded hopeless. Franz, who had been holding Anna's arm, turned pale.

"Why…?"

To Franz's timid question, Ritz replied with a strained smile.

"…Because I don't get injured."

True, if he was that strong, he probably wouldn't get hurt.

"Even with me and Anna around?"

"Yeah. I haven't carried herbs in decades, so it didn't even cross my mind…"

"You can't forget that! Ritz, you're a professional, aren't you?!"

"My bad…"

Anna watched their exchange dazedly. Ritz must be very strong, and a venomous snake was probably outside the scope of his expectations.

Suddenly, Anton's face flickered before her eyes. It was too sad to think she might not see him again so soon. In her fading consciousness, she heard Ritz declare resolutely.

"I'll carry Anna and run to Tushil."

"Run?"

While Franz was asking, Ritz had already placed his luggage on the ground. Then, he turned his back to the barely-sitting Anna and knelt down.

"Can you get on?"

"…Yeah."

She answered, but she couldn't manage it on her own and ended up being helped onto his back by Ritz.

"How far is it to Tushil?"

To Franz's question, Ritz answered in a firm tone.

"About an hour at my pace. If Anna can cast healing magic on herself along the way, we should just about make it."

"Are you sure she'll be okay?"

"…Probably. Franz, from now on, go to Tushil without any breaks. You can drag the luggage if you have to."

"But what about the vipers?"

"Their territory is large. If we found one here, there won't be any others within a five-kilometer radius. As long as it's before nightfall, the highway should be safe."

"Can I make it before nightfall?"

"Even at your pace, you should probably make it in about three hours. Sorry, but I'm counting on you with the luggage."

"Yeah."

Their conversation flowed past her like a lullaby, its meaning not quite registering. It was so cold that she huddled against Ritz's back and clung to him. His back was warm.

"Hold on tight. Don't fall off."

Ritz said this in a gentle but tense, firm voice. She gave a small nod and wrapped her arms around his neck.
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			"...O Water Spirit who governs healing, heal this poison…"

Anna, carried on his back, offered her healing prayer for the umpteenth time. Compared to before, her voice was gradually losing its strength. On top of being poisoned, she had overused her spiritual power and had almost none left.

The prayer had already become little more than a comfort. Anna seemed to have realized that she could no longer do anything on her own.

To keep her from losing consciousness, Ritz spoke to and encouraged Anna during her labored breathing whenever he could.

"We're almost there, so hang in there."

"…Okay…"

Anna's voice had no strength at all. The poison was beginning to spread throughout her body. Given how she was bitten, it wouldn't be surprising if she were already dead, but fortunately, the healing magic had helped.

But its effects had reached their limit. Ritz was aware that Anna's consciousness was gradually fading.

"…Ritz… am I going to die?"

In response to Ritz's continuous words of reassurance, Anna asked this. In a voice weaker than he had ever heard, she posed the question, and Ritz fell silent.

He could feel the temperature of Anna's body on his back gradually dropping. That was why, for a moment, he was at a loss for words.

"Idiot, of course you're not going to die."

Pretending it was a lighthearted remark, the words finally came out. *Isn't the village there yet…?* Only his sense of urgency grew.

"We're almost there, okay?"

"…Yeah…"

Anna clung tightly to his back and pressed her cheek against him. Her hands gripped his clothes as if clinging to something. To Ritz, it felt as if she were saying, "I don't want to die."

He had lived for 150 years, and he wouldn't let Anna, who had lived for only thirty, die due to his carelessness. The thought made him frantic.

When he first met her in the Village of Vishnu, Anna's naive nature had overlapped with his own younger self. Ritz, too, had a near-death experience shortly after setting out on his journey.

The person who saved him then became his cherished friend. Surviving that time changed Ritz. That's why Ritz had a duty to save Anna, bearing the responsibility of having been entrusted with her by Anton and for bringing her along.

At that moment, the village of Tushil came into view. It seemed they would be okay after all.

"Look, see, it's Tushil. We made it, didn't we!"

He spoke to Anna, out of breath, but there was no reply. She seemed to have lost consciousness.

"H-Hey, Anna?"

Ritz turned pale. The situation was dire. He had to get her to an apothecary quickly.

Remembering Anna's emerald eyes full of trust and her radiant smile, his hands trembled. In all his long life, no one had ever trusted and relied on him as unconditionally as Anna had.

If he couldn't save her, he would be failing that trust.

The entrance to the village of Tushil came into view. *It's still okay, we can still make it,* he told himself in his mind, and Ritz rushed into the village in a panic.

As far as Ritz remembered, this time of year should be bustling with the shipment of medicinal herbs. Merchants from various towns would be buying herbs in large quantities all over the village.

But as soon as he entered the village, he realized that his assumption was wrong. Contrary to his expectations, there was almost no one in the village. There were no merchants, no travelers seeking to buy herbs. In fact, there weren't even any villagers walking around. It was like a ghost town.

"What is this?"

Carrying Anna on his back, he walked quickly down what appeared to be the village's main street, but there wasn't a single shop open. There were a surprising number of apothecary signs, but every single shop had its wooden doors shut tight.

He had never seen a village in this state before. When he entered a back alley, even the ordinary houses had their doors firmly closed. What on earth had happened? Ritz couldn't even imagine.

He could feel presences from inside the houses watching him, so it didn't seem like no one was around. And yet, there was no sign of anyone coming out.

Ritz, half-running, searched the village for any sign of people and for medicinal herbs.

But there wasn't a single open shop, including eateries. Dazed, Ritz had walked all the way to the edge of the village when he finally spotted an open establishment. The sign read 'Goddess's Palm Inn.'

It wasn't an apothecary, but an inn and eatery.

Ritz, who had come to this village full of hope, was so overcome with irritation and confusion that he punched the inn's sign and shouted.

"What in the world is going on!"

Alerted by the shout, a kind-looking middle-aged woman rushed out of the inn with a surprised look on her face. She looked around to see if anyone else was there, then confirmed it was just Ritz and his companion.

"You, you!"

The woman called out in a low voice, and then a man who appeared to be her husband rushed out after her. The couple looked at Ritz and the unconscious Anna on his back with surprise, then beckoned them over.

"What's wrong? Is the child sick?"

The husband asked in a low voice as the two approached. Ritz naturally answered in a whisper.

"She was bitten by a venomous snake…"

When Ritz muttered with a bitter expression, the couple exchanged a look and nodded.

"That viper. We've been having trouble with it."

The man said this and then stared intently at Ritz.

"You're not a merchant, are you?"

Apparently, the reason for the whispering was fear of merchants. When Ritz nodded emphatically, the couple gave a small nod and invited them into the inn.

"Come in. I'll share some antidote herbs with you."

At the man's words, Ritz felt such relief that his legs almost gave out. But he couldn't collapse here. He was still carrying Anna. A weak voice, along with a sigh of relief, escaped his lips.

"Really? You're a lifesaver~"

Carrying the unconscious Anna, Ritz stepped into the inn and eatery, the 'Goddess's Palm Inn.'

The inside of the 'Goddess's Palm Inn' had a warm and cozy feel, decorated here and there with handmade wreaths and freshly picked wild flowers. The second floor seemed to be the inn, and the first floor the dining area.

But even for a dining area, there were only enough chairs and tables for about ten people. It seemed to be a very small inn.

The owner, the same man from before, showed Ritz and Anna to a room on the second floor. The room had two beds and, like the rest of the inn, was a calming space made of logs. His wife, who had been with him until a moment ago, had rushed off to the kitchen.

"Here, you can use this room. There are no other guests right now, so make yourselves at home."

The owner said this, pulled back the covers on the bed, and helped Ritz lower Anna from his back. Though she was quite pale, her breathing was fortunately still steady. She seemed to be okay.

The wife, who had gone to the kitchen, ran up the stairs carrying a basin of hot water, a small ceramic bowl, and a fresh cloth. For some reason, she was also holding a jar labeled 'Flour.'

"Sorry for the wait."

The wife opened the flour jar in front of them. Looking inside, it was, by all appearances, just ordinary flour.

Ignoring Ritz's suspicious expression, she unceremoniously plunged her hand into the flour jar. After rummaging around for a bit, she finally pulled out a cloth bag. Though covered in flour, the bag was faintly inscribed with 'Antidote Herbs.'

"We have to keep it like this."

The wife said with a troubled smile, opened the bag, and poured half of its contents into the ceramic bowl. What came out was a mixture of dark green and red herbs. She added a little hot water from the basin and kneaded it.

The result was a brown, paste-like substance. This was the antidote from Tushil.

"Now, let me see the wound."

She said this and moved closer to Anna. When Ritz removed the cloth covering the wound, the bite mark was heavily discolored and had spread.

"This is terrible… but it's okay now."

She carefully wiped the wound with a new cloth, removing the blood, and then applied the paste-like herb. As she did, the herb rapidly turned purple.

"It's drawing out the poison."

She said this as if explaining to a child to the watching Ritz, and continued her work. She wiped away all of the discolored herb with a cloth and applied fresh herbs. Then, she wrapped the arm tightly with a new cloth.

Placing some of the herbs still remaining in the small bag into a cup near the bed, the wife went downstairs to put away the basin and the flour jar.

When she returned a short while later, she was carrying a pot of boiling water. She poured it into the cup from before, and a pleasant green aroma filled the room. This scent, she explained, also had an effect of neutralizing poison.

"When it cools, have her drink it."

After the couple left, Ritz sat for a while in a chair near the bed. Seeing Anna's complexion gradually improve, he finally breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed she would be alright now.

Sighing, Ritz wiped the sweat from Anna's brow with a cloth.

Ritz, who had casually thought things like *traveling with a child is a pain* or *since I have no destination, a different kind of journey might be nice*, realized for the first time the weight of his responsibility now that Anna was in this state.

The two of them trusted him, after all. That meant Ritz had to live up to that trust as their guardian. Having come this far, he couldn't irresponsibly abandon them.

He stared at his own hands.

Ritz, whose only skill was wielding a sword, now held the lives of his two charges, Anna and Franz, in these hands. Since he had decided to take them with him, Ritz had to protect them. It was his role to ensure they could travel safely and without worry.

He couldn't just wander as he had before, living when he wanted to live and dying when he wanted to die.

This was the first time he had undertaken a journey with such a weight of responsibility. Ritz gently touched the jewel hidden in his breast, through his clothes.

He had been told by some unknown entity to search. His journey now was not like his previous ones; it was a journey to find something. So, on this path, he would protect both Anna and Franz, and travel as their guardian and companion.

Perhaps he would see something different from before.

With newfound resolve, Ritz looked at Anna. Pained breaths escaped her slightly parted lips. For now, helping Anna was the top priority.

After the coffee-colored liquid had cooled, he carefully helped Anna drink it, bit by bit, so she wouldn't choke. Gradually, warmth returned to her limbs. He couldn't touch the arm where the poison had spread, so he rubbed her cold hands and feet where the blood flow had stagnated.

Anna had an absurd amount of stamina, but touching her like this, he realized she was very small and delicate. Thinking about it, she was still a child, so perhaps he should have been more helpful.

But watching her at the orphanage, treating her like a child didn't feel right either, and he was troubled. Anna, who had served as the caretaker at the orphanage, had been a complete adult.

Ritz was an only child with no siblings, so he hadn't given any thought to how he should treat his two younger companions on their actual journey.

Realizing this as well, Ritz clutched his head in his hands. *Damn it. I really didn't think this through at all.*

Several hours later, still worried but having confirmed that Anna's condition had stabilized, Ritz decided to go downstairs. Since her symptoms had subsided, he first had to thank the innkeeper couple.

When he went downstairs, the couple, who were sitting in chairs in the dining area, looked at him at the same time. They had apparently been worried.

"Is your daughter okay?"

The wife gestured to a nearby chair and said something outrageous. Apparently, she thought Anna was Ritz's daughter. A terrible misunderstanding.

Though, considering their actual ages, it wasn't entirely impossible…

"No, she's not my daughter… she's my companion."

As Ritz sat down and denied it, scratching his head, the innkeeper nudged his wife.

"I told you he was too young to be her father."

"You're right."

It seemed that while they were worried, they had also been speculating about Ritz and Anna's relationship. How carefree. Perhaps it was a sign of their confidence in their village's medicinal herbs.

"Thank you for your help. You really saved us. I'm Ritz, and my companion is Anna. We're traveling with one other person."

Ritz bowed his head, offering thanks and an introduction. When traveling, if he wasn't going to reveal his identity as a spirit-kin or his status as a mercenary, he was extremely polite. This was the basic rule for surviving in human society.

Especially when he had been helped.

"Three of you? What happened to the other one?"

"We were in a hurry, so we left him behind. He should be here soon, though."

Come to think of it, was Franz okay?

*Damn it, I was so focused on Anna that I neglected him.* Being a guardian was really difficult.

But the innkeeper couple seemed to have taken a liking to the sheepishly scratching Ritz.

"I'm the owner of this inn, Morris Roubaix, and this is my wife, Philia. You should stay here until Anna-chan gets better."

Morris suggested this to Ritz.

"Thank you, that's a great help. So, how much will it be per day?"

He asked timidly. After all, the three of them had no travel funds. If it was expensive, they were prepared to sleep outdoors. But Morris smiled and shook his head.

"As you can see, the inn is empty. Just think of it as staying at a relative's house and relax. In return, don't expect much hospitality."

"Thank you!"

With this, they had secured a place to stay until Anna recovered. And it was free, to boot. He had been worried when he first entered the village, but things had worked out. They really were lucky.

But in contrast to the joyful Ritz, the couple sighed with a somewhat apologetic air.

"But, as you can see, the village is in this state, so we might not be able to offer much hospitality."

"Not at all, just having a place to stay is a huge help."

Expecting any more hospitality would be asking for trouble. To the flustered Ritz, the wife, Philia, looked at him even more apologetically.

"We only have a little bit of the antidote left, you know. I think she'll be okay, but if the poison's symptoms worsen, there's nothing we can do…"

Tushil was known as a village of medicinal herbs. For them to be so short on herbs was no small matter.

"This isn't my first time coming to this village, but something feels off this year. Did something happen?"

In fact, Ritz had stopped by this village about forty years ago when he first set out on his journey. He remembered the season being around this time as well. The bustling atmosphere of Tushil back then was still burned into his memory.

The couple, who had been hesitating to speak, looked at Ritz, and then, as if making up their minds, opened their mouths.

"Well, you see…"

At that moment, a sound like something falling was heard at the entrance of the 'Goddess's Palm Inn.' Someone had arrived.

"Honey!"

Philia cried out in a small, tense voice, stood up, and hid behind her husband. They were afraid of something. Come to think of it, when Ritz arrived, they had also seemed very wary of their surroundings. They were frightened of something.

In that case, it was best for Ritz, the combat professional, to be the one to face it. Ritz quietly stood up.

"I'll go."

The Roubaix couple nodded without a word. He didn't know the situation, but if it was a suspicious person, he could just drive them away. He didn't have a weapon, but Ritz had never lost a fistfight either.

He casually walked to the door and nonchalantly reached for it. Just then, a dying voice, broken and intermittent, came from the other side of the door.

"…Ex… excuse me…"

Ritz recognized that voice. Come to think of it, given the short distance, if he pushed himself, Franz would be arriving here around now.

"Excuse… me…"

The sound of knocking was also faint. Ritz hurriedly opened the door, and of course, standing there was Franz himself, his usually neat golden hair disheveled, his clothes torn in places, and covered in mud and sweat.

Franz was dragging Ritz's luggage and seemed to be barely standing, leaning at an angle. He must have fallen and gotten back up many times to get here.

The refined young master a few hours ago was nowhere to be seen. He looked more like a vagrant.

Franz slowly turned his gaze to the gap in the open door, and after a long moment, finally recognized the person standing there.

"…Ritz…"

"Yo, Franz. You look more like you're dying than Anna."

"This isn't the time for jokes…"

Even as he complained, his tension seemed to break, and Franz slowly collapsed into Ritz's arms. He was completely unconscious.

"H-Hey! Get a hold of yourself, Franz!"

The couple, who had been watching the exchange between Ritz and Franz, confirmed that the guest was not who they had feared and rushed to the doorway.

Then, seeing the dirty, blond-haired boy who had passed out in Ritz's arms, their eyes widened. A big man carrying a girl overcome by poison, a tattered blond boy… They had probably never had such a strange group stumble into their inn since they started it, Ritz thought, feeling a little apologetic.

If Ritz were alone, it would probably be a normal journey, but with Anna and Franz, it was suddenly full of turmoil. Was it just his imagination?

"Excuse me, can we borrow one more bed?"

With Franz in his arms, Ritz gave a sheepish smile to the Roubaix couple.

For the next few hours, Ritz was busy taking care of the two of them. He would check on Anna, give her the cooled herbal tea to drink, and change the cold cloth on the forehead of Franz, who had developed a fever from exhaustion.

"I feel like I've become a father to two kids…"

With a complicated expression, Ritz came downstairs and couldn't help but grumble as he ate the late-night meal Philia had made.

"I hope they both get well soon."

Even though it was getting late, he ate the warm potage, grateful to the kind-hearted Philia who was keeping him company. She had boiled water for the two who were sick, prepared several cold cloths, and had been attentive in various ways.

"I feel like I'm about to collapse myself…"

Philia watched the sighing Ritz with a fond smile, as if he were a child.

It seemed this couple had no children. That's why Ritz, who looked to be in his mid-twenties, probably seemed like a child to them. Moreover, Philia seemed to have taken a liking to Ritz for his diligent care of Anna and Franz.

When he returned home and set out on a new journey, Ritz had never dreamed that things would turn out like this, but to be honest, he was used to taking care of people. Before he fought with his father and ran away from home, the job he was occasionally given was to look after children.

As he ate his late-night meal, he felt deeply that an innkeeper's wife should be a good listener, just like the gently speaking Philia.

Her husband, Morris, had gone to the well outside to fetch water for the two injured people who had stumbled in. It was a really good inn. He felt guilty for having it all to themselves.

After some pleasant conversation, the two of them finally noticed that Morris was late in returning. Even if he was fetching water from the well, it was just behind the house; it shouldn't have taken this long.

"I wonder what happened? Something might have occurred."

Seeing Philia tilt her head in anxiety, Ritz, driven by the same worry, stood up.

"I'll go help Morris-san."

So as not to worry Philia any further, he took only a lamp and casually stepped out the back door of the inn.

Even though it was early autumn, the night cold in this village, nestled in the heart of the forest, was already biting.

Ritz, who had been pacing around the inn for hours while nursing the sick, had already memorized the location of the well and other things. He was fundamentally good at remembering such things.

When he reached the well, he saw Morris.

"Morris-san~"

He called out casually and waved, then suddenly noticed something. There was someone else with Morris.

"Ritz-kun!"

Morris's voice was tense. It seemed his fears had been correct.

As he approached Morris, he saw that he was surrounded by several men.

Judging by their clothes, the men surrounding him were merchants. And they looked a little rough.

Ritz casually stepped between Morris and the merchants.

"What kind of business are you guys conducting this late at night?"

Ritz picked up a small branch that had fallen on the ground and looked at the men's faces.

"Who the hell are you?"

The men asked in a low voice.

"Just a passing hero of justice… or something like that."

As he joked, he observed the men. It didn't seem like any of them were skilled in swordsmanship. The swords at their waists were likely for self-defense.

"This has nothing to do with you. Get lost if you don't want to get hurt."

The threatening men seemed to get even more annoyed when they saw that Ritz showed no signs of being intimidated. In this situation, the one who made the other lose their cool would win.

"Big brother's gonna get angry if you do business after hours, you know."

At Ritz's playful remark, the men lunged at him.

"You bastard!"

They must have thought that with two of them, they could beat this strange man. But they were naive.

Ritz's lips curved into a smile as he lightly flexed the small branch in one hand. Even with just this, he had plenty of room to spare.

With the small branch in his hand, Ritz lightly tapped the men's hands. With a sharp sound, the men dropped the swords they were holding. Ritz immediately kicked the swords far away.

"If you can't use 'em, don't carry 'em. It's dangerous."

Ritz said mockingly with a laugh. After helping Anna, he had sealed away his rough side, so this was starting to get a little fun.

"This guy's no ordinary person…"

In front of the whispering men, Ritz crossed his arms while still holding the branch.

"I told you I was gonna get angry."

Ritz raised the lamp with his free hand and looked at the men's collars. An emblem he had seen quite a lot of recently caught his eye.

"Hmm, merchants from Saradio, huh?"

The merchants in this country belonged to autonomous regions. That's why they wore an emblem on their collars indicating which region they belonged to. Ritz had noticed this.

As he said this with a smile, the men hid their emblems and backed away.

"Oh? You don't want me to know, huh?"

The men flinched. That was his chance to press his advantage.

"You know, I have an acquaintance in the Lucina family. Maybe I should tell them there are some folks doing some shady business here."

At the pressure in Ritz's playful tone, the men exchanged a look and then hurriedly fled. As expected, the power of the Lucina family was still strong even in this village, which was part of the Saradio Autonomous Region.

If he wanted to settle things peacefully, having them retreat quietly like this was the right answer. Franz would probably be angry if he found out he used the Lucina family name, but for now, he would keep quiet.

If he didn't say anything, they wouldn't know, and if they didn't know, it would be fine.

After the men left, Ritz threw away the small branch he was holding and turned to Morris.

"Are you hurt?"

Morris, who had been dumbfounded by the exchange between Ritz and the men, nodded.

"Yeah, I'm fine. Thank you."

"Who were they?"

"They came to this village for the herbs. They're going to take what little we have left…"

Morris muttered this under his breath, then, saying this wasn't the place to talk, urged Ritz to go back inside, and they entered the inn.

"What happened, dear?"

Seeing Morris enter the inn with a pale face, Philia called out worriedly.

"It was them…"

With that short phrase, Philia seemed to understand something. She nodded with a pale face.

"We need to lock the doors securely."

With that, she ran off without looking back. After Philia left, Morris sank into a chair with a thud, looking utterly exhausted. He covered his face.

"Ritz-kun, I'm sorry, but let's talk tomorrow. I'm just so tired…"

Morris said this in a muffled voice, his face still covered. Hearing him say that with such an expression, Ritz had no choice but to comply.

"Then I'll go to bed. Wake me if anything happens."

After making this request, he went upstairs and checked on Franz and Anna once more. For some reason, Franz's sleeping face looked pained. Was he having a nightmare?

"Don't tell me he knows I said I was an acquaintance of the Lucina family."

Ritz muttered to himself. If so, Franz was clairvoyant. Of course, that was impossible.

Anna was sleeping much more comfortably than Franz. She looked like she could open her eyes and start running at any moment. It was impossible to tell which one of them had been poisoned.

"Well, for now, all's well that ends well."

He left their room, entered his own assigned room, and decided to sleep. To be honest, after a full-hour sprint carrying Anna, Ritz was also tired, and his ability to think was declining.

"Tomorrow, tomorrow. For now, I'll sleep."

Immediately after stripping off his clothes and getting into bed, Ritz's memory cut off. He must have been much more tired than he thought. This must be what they call a dreamless sleep.

Without any incident, the night deepened peacefully.
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			The next day, long after the sun had climbed high into the sky, Ritz shot out of bed in a panic and rushed into the adjacent room where Anna and Franz were. It seemed he had overslept.

Franz was already gone from his bed, which was neatly made. Anna was sleeping with a peaceful look on her face. Beside her pillow sat a cup of faintly warm medicinal tea. It looked like Philia had given it to her.

He felt indebted to them for every little thing.

Anna was still asleep, but it seemed she was out of danger. All that was left was to wait for her to wake up.

He let out a sigh of relief, then realized the sorry state he was in and dashed back to his own room.

With his hair a mess from sleep, he threw on the clothes he’d tossed on the floor and went downstairs, where he caught sight of Franz seated at a table, elegantly attempting to eat what appeared to be lunch.

Dark circles of exhaustion were still etched under his eyes, which were bloodshot and somewhat unfocused. The legs he had crossed seemed to be locked in place by muscle pain, refusing to easily return to their original position. The sight of him struggling to uncross them was oddly amusing.

Despite his obvious strain, he still wouldn't admit it to Ritz or Anna. That strange pride, his attempt to act like an adult, just made him seem more childish. But if Ritz laughed, he'd probably get incinerated, so he decided against it.

He might be durable, but Ritz had no desire to be burned by a spirit.

"Good morning, Ritz."

It was just comical for him to pretend he wasn't tired with that look on his face, and Ritz wished he would just stop. But for now, the best course of action was to play along and pretend not to notice.

"Morning. Man, I really slept in."

As Ritz sat down, scratching his head and yawning, Franz's gaze pierced him. He clearly had a lot of questions, and he paused, his hands stilling as he tore at his bread, to glare at Ritz. To others, it might have looked like a glare, but perhaps Franz was just looking.

In any case, his expression was foul today. Naturally, he wanted to ask about Anna. It couldn't be helped, since he was convinced she had been injured because of him.

"How is Anna?"

He asked Ritz, his voice deliberately calm.

"Well, luckily we got some antidote herbs, and she seems to be resting easy now. She'll be fine."

"I see…"

Though he nodded, Franz wore a look of lingering doubt. Ritz ignored him, settled heavily into his seat, and ran a hand through his own hopelessly messy hair.

"So, what about you?"

"There's only one inn here."

"That makes sense."

Of course he'd come here. With that many injured people, no one would pass up lodging.

"Is Anna really all right?"

He looked back at Franz, who had repeated the question with the same flat tone. It was only then that Ritz noticed that while his face was expressionless, his eyes were strangely emotional.

*I see. It's easy to read Franz if you look at his eyes.* Franz felt responsible for Anna's injury and was worried about her.

"She's fine. A lot better off than you are, that's for sure."

"…Right."

Franz let out a faint sigh of relief and went back to tearing his bread. Perhaps he was a more transparent person than Ritz had thought. To put him at ease, Ritz offered a smile and shrugged.

"Look, it was my carelessness. Don't worry about it so much."

Pretending to fix his bedhead, Ritz concluded the matter. Franz said nothing in response, simply putting a piece of bread in his mouth.

Just looking at his eyes, it was clear he was relieved, yet he seemed incapable of letting it show on his face. *What a difficult person,* Ritz thought, watching as the slightly flustered Franz silently tore at his bread.

As if on cue, the conversation ended and the clatter of dishes sounded from behind him. It seemed his meal had arrived at the perfect time.

"Good morning, Ritz-kun. Looks like you slept well."

Morris appeared, carrying warm milk and perfectly toasted bread. Because of what happened with those men yesterday, he was trying to act cheerful, but Ritz could see he was still frightened.

Philia followed behind Morris, carrying what looked like a fried egg.

"Good morning. Sorry for all the trouble we've caused."

He greeted them with a natural smile, trying to ease their tension. Morris’s expression softened slightly in a smile of his own. It was a look that also seemed to hold a hint of hope, as if he expected Ritz, who could stand up to those men, to help them.

The two of them set down the food, then sat at the table with Ritz and Franz.

From their behavior, it was clear they'd been discussing whether or not to ask Ritz for help. Ritz noticed the couple's searching for an opening to speak.

Franz, however, was naturally clueless as to why the innkeepers were sitting there and looked perplexed.

He remained silent, glancing back and forth between the quiet couple and Ritz as if they were some strange curiosity.

Having been completely focused on just getting here last night, Franz hadn't had the energy to look around the village and seemed unaware that something was amiss.

"If you don't mind, could I ask you a few things?"

On behalf of the hesitant couple, Ritz broke the silence cheerfully.

"Why are all the herb shops in this village closed? If I remember correctly, this season should be bustling with merchants coming to buy stock, making the village feel like a boomtown."

At Ritz's words, Franz's eyes widened. He really hadn't noticed a thing. Morris let out a tired sigh and, with a somber expression, began to speak in a hushed voice.

"The truth is… a certain special herb, essential for making this village's remedies… it's all been stolen."

"Stolen?"

"All of it?"

At their surprised cries, the couple nodded gravely, as if making a momentous confession.

"The herb is called Arlie, a leaf also known by the name 'Goddess's Palm.' It was all taken, root and all, on the morning of the harvest."

Morris began to recount the incident dispassionately.

The villagers of Tushil worked together to cultivate Arlie in a massive communal farm. The couple who ran this inn was no exception. In fact, the inn existed for the merchants who came to buy Arlie; it was merely their side business.

He said that overnight, all the new leaves had been ripped from the plants, as if a great gust of wind had blown through. That would have been bad enough, but in the worst-hit areas, the soil itself had been churned up.

Silently, Ritz wondered if a wind spirit user was involved. To accomplish such a feat overnight, a wind spirit user would be the most likely culprit. Ritz knew one himself, so he could vaguely picture it.

The couple fell silent again, so Ritz threw them another lifeline.

"So the herbs you shared with us yesterday were safe?"

When Ritz asked, the couple looked down sadly.

"That was from last year's harvest."

"…I see."

That explained why there was so little of it. Arlie could only be harvested once a year.

"What about the other vegetable and herb fields?"

"They were untouched. Only the Arlie was targeted."

"…I see."

Among the many herbs, Arlie was the one special herb that could only be found in this village. In other words, it was the most valuable.

Franz, who knew none of this, looked at Morris.

"With medicinal herbs, you can make all sorts of things, can't you?"

Franz's question was toneless and his face blank. Morris flinched slightly but answered him politely.

"We can make remedies without Arlie, but their effect is halved. This village's herbs are special because they are compounded with Arlie to double their potency. Without it, they become little more than cheap placebos."

Then, as a preface, Morris lowered his voice. He said it as if it were a thought he shouldn't be having, a self-mutter, as he spoke of Arlie's other use.

"That Arlie… if one intended to misuse it, it has limitless applications. It enhances the effects of all herbs… which means it would also work on poisonous plants, for example."

"Are you saying someone is planning to do that?"

When Ritz asked with a frown, Morris hastily shook his head.

"No, no, I don't know that. But it's the greatest fear in this village. Arlie doesn't grow properly outside this village, and it's been confirmed that Arlie grown elsewhere has almost none of those effects. I suspect it's because the soil here is blessed by two rivers."

Franz didn't seem to fully grasp it, but Ritz accepted that such things were possible.

Indeed, this village was situated just past a fork in a river. The two rivers—one flowing from Ciedena Forest and the other originating from the Goddess's mountain—likely converged here, depositing sediment. These two rivers had long been said to enrich the soil.

"Arlie won't show its effects without special processing. The only ones who know that method are the chosen artisans from among us. So I don't think stealing it would be of any use…"

Having said that much, Morris fell silent again. Ritz understood what he was trying to say. If the thief knew the processing method, it could lead to a dangerous situation.

"Was the Arlie carried away…?"

Franz, who had been quiet, muttered. Hearing this, Morris shook his head.

"No, it's still somewhere around the village. It's impossible to transport that much Arlie without being seen. Even the merchants, with their excellent information networks, haven't heard any rumors of Arlie being moved."

Ritz and Franz nodded with grave expressions.

It was true. Transporting a year's worth of Arlie without the merchants who controlled the highways knowing would be difficult. Their information networks were spread all along the roads.

"Besides, Arlie rots if it's not dried immediately after picking. If it were moved without being dried, it wouldn't last two days."

"Two days…"

"If you were to steal Arlie, you'd have to dry it. But if you spread out that much Arlie to dry, someone would definitely notice. Yet no one has seen anything of the sort."

"I see…"

So, the herbs were somewhere nearby, and they hadn't been dried using the villagers' methods.

Ritz crossed his arms and fell into thought. The memory of Anna's body growing cold on his back flashed through his mind.

There was no telling when something like that might happen again. Being perfectly prepared was what mattered most.

Either way, if they didn't get their hands on medicinal herbs in this village, it would leave a major point of anxiety for the rest of their journey. If possible, he wanted to get some good herbs here at a cheap, wholesale price.

Besides, Anna was still asleep. In any case, it didn't seem like they could leave the village right now. This couple had helped them out, sharing their precious herbs; he couldn't just up and leave.

As he thought it over, he suddenly realized that the merchant from yesterday hadn't been mentioned in this conversation at all. Merchants had their own code, and stealing goods was supposed to be taboo. Anyone who broke that rule would have their commercial rights revoked and be exiled from that town.

On top of that, word would be sent to the merchant organizations in every town, and they could risk being banned from doing business in the country for the rest of their lives. But the merchant yesterday was undoubtedly from Saradio.

No matter how much of a petty villain Lord Ville Lucina of Saradio was, he wouldn't allow a breach of the code. Besides, doing something like that and halting the flow of herbs would reduce his profits, and for that greedy man, there was nothing more unforgivable.

If that was the case, then why were those merchants threatening them and trying to take all their herbs…?

"Ritz?"

Franz's voice pulled Ritz from his thoughts. It seemed he had been silent for quite a while.

"Sorry. Just thinking."

It was best to clear up any questions quickly. Turning back to Morris, Ritz opened his mouth.

"Why did those Saradio merchants target you two yesterday?"

At Ritz's words, Franz gasped. But explaining it all was too much trouble. He could just tell him everything later.

"The ones threatening us are the official merchants."

With Morris still silent, Philia spoke up with a sigh.

"They seem desperate to get their hands on the herbs. They say they can't go back empty-handed, so they've taken every last herb from the apothecaries and regular farmers. Everything, even last year's stock… They just threw money down in its place. But for us, that's no different from being robbed."

As Ritz nodded, Franz lowered his head. As the son of a Saradio merchant, it must have been unbearable for him to just listen.

Ignoring him, Philia continued speaking, as if venting all her pent-up frustration.

"That's why everyone is trying to hide just enough for their own use, like I did in the flour pot. If they find it, they'll come back and take it, you see? And of course, given our location, most of them are Saradio merchants."

At Philia's sigh, Franz's cheeks flushed with anger. He seemed genuinely furious at the merchants' conduct. Franz, too, was a merchant's son, and the rules of commerce had likely been drilled into him. He must have understood all too well just how outrageous their actions were.

Noticing Franz clenching his fists, Ritz gestured with his hand to calm him down. At this rate, he might go back to Saradio and set fire to his own house again with his Fire Dragon.

"They took this inn's entire stock of herbs for our guests. We only have enough for two people left. And yet, those Saradio merchants last night saw that we had guests and came demanding that we must still have a hidden stash."

"And that's where I came in, I take it…"

At his limit, Franz, his face still flushed, shot a glare at Ritz and stood up.

"What's this about Saradio merchants?"

"Calm down, Franz."

"Tell me what happened!"

A chair clattered loudly to the floor. At the same time, the muscle pain in his legs must have returned, as Franz grimaced slightly. But that didn't seem to matter to him. His hatred for Saradio merchants had reached the level of a chronic illness.

"Look, calm down. I'll tell you."

Reluctantly, Ritz explained what had happened the previous night. Of course, he left out the part about having an acquaintance in Saradio. If he confessed to that, he might really get burned.

"If I had been there…"

Franz bit his lip in frustration after hearing the story. It was true, if Franz had been there, they would have fled in a panic. After all, their commercial rights in Saradio would have been at risk.

But unfortunately, at that time, Franz had been fast asleep in bed.

"At such a crucial time, I…"

His fists were trembling with anger. His emotions often ran high when it came to Saradio merchants, especially their leader, Ville Lucina. Well, it hadn't been long since that incident, so it couldn't be helped.

All Ritz could do was try to placate him.

"Well, I chased them off, so let's just leave it at that."

"But…"

"It can't be helped. What's done is done."

The couple, who had been watching the two of them curiously, suddenly looked up as if they'd realized something. *Damn it,* Ritz thought, trying to stop them, but it was too late.

"Could it be, what you said about knowing someone in the Lucina family…"

"Wah-wah-wah!!"

Ritz yelled nonsensically at the top of his lungs, trying to cover it up, but it seemed the clever Franz had caught on. The color drained from Franz's face. This was bad. Very bad.

In the silence, Franz alone began to tremble slightly. It seemed he'd made him angry. This was a bad move after all.

"An acquaintance in the Lucina family?"

With both hands on the table, Franz muttered in a low voice. He hated being counted as a member of the Lucina family more than death. And he hated that name being used even more.

Ritz slowly stood up and backed away. He couldn't afford to be burned alive if Franz suddenly flew into a rage and unleashed his Fire Dragon like before. There was nothing more troublesome than a spirit user who lost control of their emotions.

"…Explain that to me in detail."

"Wait! Those aren't the eyes of someone who wants to talk!"

Glaring at the genuinely retreating Ritz, Franz ordered him to sit in the chair.

"Ritz, why don't you sit down?"

His tone was polite, but it held a menace.

"It's just a white lie, right? Huh?"

"It's not a 'huh,' is it?"

Still glaring at the inching Ritz, Franz pointed to the chair. His eyes had turned almost sanpaku, and it was obvious he was genuinely angry.

"In times like that, it's important not to make a scene, right?"

"I believe I said, sit down?"

As his emotions failed to show on his face, Franz's eyes burned with a fierce light. Not wanting to cause trouble for the Roubaix couple by having the inn burned down, Ritz reluctantly sat back down.

So be it. To avoid leaving any lingering resentment with his ward, it was probably best to just take the scolding here.

"So?"

"They were Saradio merchants, so I told them I'd tell my acquaintance in the Lucina family and have them put out of business."

To think that he, a mercenary captain feared on the battlefield, was being scolded by his young ward was utterly pathetic.

Still, it was better than being burned to death. On the battlefield, one learns to appreciate the terror of a spirit user.

"I don't like being used."

"Sorry!"

"'Sorry' isn't good enough! I've abandoned Saradio and the Lucina family!"

The couple jumped at his ferocity. *My apologies,* Ritz thought, mentally apologizing to them. As sorry as he felt for the genuinely angry Franz, Ritz's mind was already on other things.

Namely, what to do next. Even if they were to search, he had no idea what or how to look. The merchants hadn't seen anything, so the culprits couldn't have used the highway. But if they were hiding, he had no clue where that might be.

After all, the Traveler's Highway around here was flanked by wide forests. There were springs in the forest, and a river not far off. As long as you brought food, there were endless places to hide.

"Are you listening?"

Ritz was pulled back to reality by Franz's irritated voice. Right, he was in the middle of getting an earful from Franz.

"Ah, uh…"

Just as he was about to try and bluff his way through it, a hesitant knock sounded at the door of the Goddess's Palm Inn.

"Franz, we have a customer. See?"

"So?"

"I'll get it, so please, take your time."

With a strained smile, Morris stood up from his seat. Philia, left behind at the table, just fidgeted nervously. Even the furious Franz had to fall silent at this.

If it was a guest at the inn, they would surely be frightened off by someone shouting inside and leave. That would be bad for business. He was probably thinking something along those lines.

Out of his line of sight, Ritz quietly smirked. He hates being a merchant's son, but he still thinks like one. And the funny thing is, he doesn't even realize it himself.

Seeing the now quiet Franz, Ritz placed both hands on the table and bowed his head deeply.

"My bad. But I didn't want it to turn violent."

After saying that, Ritz slowly raised his head and whispered to Franz, in a voice too low for Philia to hear.

"We're indebted to them. We can't cause trouble with a brawl, right?"

With a deep sigh, Franz fell silent. It seemed that despite his anger, he had logically considered the situation and come to an understanding.

If Ritz had caused a commotion, merchants would have swarmed the inn, demanding he be handed over, and there would have been no doubt a major incident.

Not only would that have troubled Morris and his wife, but it would have been a problem for Franz as well.

Franz looked away from Ritz with a dissatisfied expression.

For now, to settle things without escalating the situation, when dealing with Saradio merchants within the Saradio autonomous district, the Lucina family name carried absolute power. It was the quickest way to peacefully resolve the matter. Franz must have known that as well as anyone.

But, even understanding it, he must have been furious.

Leaning his elbows on the table, Franz looked toward the door, silent and looking as if he'd bitten into a bitter bug. Ritz felt a sense of relief.

Watching Franz, an idea that seemed furthest from violence came to mind. But with Franz still simmering with anger over the Lucina family name, he couldn't bring it up just yet. It would probably cause a huge scene.

But if he did it, they might get a chance to solve the incident without anyone getting hurt or frightening the villagers.

Until now, Ritz had specialized in rough-and-tumble solutions, but now that he'd resolved to travel with two young wards, he had to think of the best solution for them, too.

With that thought, Ritz also turned his eyes to the door. The knock hadn't been rough, so it was probably a villager.

"Wh-what is it?"

Morris's sudden shout made Ritz and Franz jolt to their feet. It seemed it wasn't a villager after all.

"Today, we're not here for you. Where's the big guy from yesterday?"

The man from last night barged in, throwing the door open. He'd brought five or six companions with him. Was this revenge for last night?

Ritz subconsciously reached for the greatsword on his back, but his hand met only air. He gave a wry smile. Of course he wasn't carrying his greatsword when he'd just woken up.

"Franz, you got a weapon?"

He asked in a low voice, but he already had a good idea of what the answer would be.

"No."

Franz's reply was short and clear.

"Figured."

No one would bring a weapon with them just to have a meal. Reluctantly, he slowly stood up and grabbed a broom that was in the corner of the room. Even if one of them was skilled, this should be enough to manage for now.

After all, they were just merchants.

However, the actions of the men who had barged in were completely unexpected. They came over to Ritz and bowed their heads.

"Huh?"

This just made Ritz, holding a broom, look like an idiot. Franz turned his face away so he couldn't be seen. It was probably useless, but before Ritz could warn him, the man's words left him speechless.

"We have a request for you. You're one of the Lucina family's private soldiers, aren't you?"

"What?"

It was a huge misunderstanding. But all the men here seemed to believe it was true.

"Hold on, how did you come to that conclusion?"

"You have an acquaintance in the Lucina family, and you're pretty strong… Isn't that enough? They say strong guys get drafted into their private mercenary force without any questions asked."

Indeed, Ritz himself had been scouted just six days ago, but he had politely ignored the offer. So this was the kind of misunderstanding that came from saying you knew someone in the Lucina family.

"Please, we can't collect any more herbs. Tell the lord that for us."

It seemed they wanted to return to Saradio without being punished, but they couldn't go back empty-handed. They were asking him to mediate.

Even if they asked, there was nothing Ritz could do. Or rather, he couldn't make a move in the current situation. Even if Ritz and the others beat them up, they probably wouldn't stop trying to get the herbs, and they would just get in the way of his search.

"Hmm…"

Ritz, still holding the broom, crossed his arms and fell into thought.

He had a plan. He had one, but he found his gaze drifting toward Franz, who would likely hate it the most.

Feeling the gaze on his back, Franz swatted at Ritz's line of sight with his hand without turning around. But there was no way the men would miss their exchange.

"That's Young Master Franz over there, isn't it?"

The man called out to him, his voice particularly pleading. Franz shook his head as if to say no, but that only served to confirm it.

"We were camped outside the village, and someone who looked like Young Master Franz passed by. I thought I was mistaken, but there's no doubt, that was Young Master Franz."

It seemed Franz had been spotted on his way to the village. That alone could have been passed off as a case of mistaken identity, but Ritz's words about having an acquaintance in the Lucina family had sealed the deal. There was no hiding it now.

"…I won't say anything to my father."

As Franz reluctantly turned around, the men looked ready to kneel. After all, Ville's doting on Franz was famous. It was well known that getting on his bad side could jeopardize one's commercial rights in the city.

The men fell silent, looking at Franz with pleading eyes.

"…He's useful…"

Ritz muttered, his voice so low only Franz could hear. The idea he'd had earlier was indeed a good one. He suppressed the smile that threatened to form by pretending to clear his throat.

"What?"

Franz asked back just as quietly, suspicious. Winking at him, Ritz stood before the men.

"Let me consult with Young Master Franz. We'll decide what to do with you after that."

"Ritz, what are you…"

To keep him from saying anything unnecessary, Ritz shot Franz a sharp look. It was faster than telling him to shut up. As expected, Franz flinched slightly and fell silent.

"This is an important discussion. Come back this evening."

The men nodded silently. It seemed they thought this 'important discussion' had something to do with them.

"Understood. We're counting on you."

Like criminals awaiting judgment, they nodded obediently and filed out of the inn one by one. A sigh of relief escaped into the room. Everyone, to a person, took a breath.

"Man, I was wondering what was going to happen."

It was Morris who spoke first.

"Still, to think he was the son of the Lord of Saradio…"

Morris looked at Franz with a complicated expression. Despite having been helped, Franz scowled back at Morris. Philia hastily pinched her husband.

"Stop it. Franz-kun doesn't like it."

"I abandoned Saradio."

Franz muttered under his breath and looked down. Ritz scratched his head. For Franz, the shackles of the Lucina family were clearly a heavy burden.

In the middle of the heavy atmosphere, Philia spoke softly.

"Let's make some warm herbal tea, shall we? It'll help you relax."

"…Yes…"

Franz relaxed his shoulders and nodded, his face expressionless. It seemed even he was no match for the straightforward Philia.

Watching Franz, Ritz noticed that he tended to start by being suspicious of anyone he met. But most people held no ill will toward him.

This wasn't Saradio; not everyone knew who he was.

He could stand to relax a little, but it seemed Franz wasn't capable of that either. Thinking about it, for someone whose every extended hand had a label called 'ulterior motive' attached, interpersonal relationships were probably still something he couldn't comprehend.

To boil water for the tea, Morris was sent by Philia to draw water from the well, and Philia went to get the tea ingredients.

"Ritz, what was that all about?"

Waiting for the two to leave, Franz fixed his gaze on Ritz, his tone and eyes full of thorns. Shrugging slightly, Ritz cleared his throat and began to speak as if reasoning with Franz.

"Franz, we need money for our journey, right? And of course, we need to buy herbs here, don't we?"

"That's right."

Franz replied, his stern expression unchanged.

"And on top of that, we're greatly indebted to the 'Goddess's Palm Inn.' We have to repay them somehow. You understand that too, right?"

"Yeah, I get it."

After all, they had lent a bed to a filthy, near-collapsed Franz without a word of complaint. Moreover, the clothes that should have been in tatters were now clean and mended. Philia must have fixed them.

"So we, who are indebted to them, need to do something to thank them. And that's when I came up with a very good method. Will you hear me out?"

He tried to propose it as cheerfully as possible, but Franz, sensing a catch in Ritz's proposal, nodded silently, an unwilling expression in his eyes.

"I actually have a travel permit approved by the Yuresla Kingdom. As a mercenary, no less."

"So what?"

"So, my original plan was to convince the merchants in this town that I came here in the king's name to catch the herb thief, capture the culprit, and on top of that, receive a reward from the merchants… that's what I was thinking."

With that abrupt statement, Franz's jaw dropped.

By surprising his opponent first, he threw them off balance, making the subsequent conversation easier. This, too, was one of Ritz's tricks.

"Are you serious?"

"I'm serious."

When he nodded with utmost gravity, Franz let out a small sigh.

"Impersonating the king… that's lèse-majesté."

To the gravely muttering Franz, Ritz scratched his head.

In truth, Ritz had a past he kept secret from the two of them. But now was not the time to reveal it.

"It's fine. He's surprisingly understanding."

"…You know the king?"

Franz lowered his voice. But for Ritz, the king wasn't a distant figure. He was more of a nostalgic one.

Being stared at so intently, Ritz averted his gaze. If he spoke in too much detail, his past would come spilling out. So he laughed it off with a playful tone.

"The king, you know, he was quite the prodigal son back in the day."

"Come to think of it, the current king came to power during the civil war, didn't he?"

Franz muttered. Ritz braced himself, wondering if he was surprisingly knowledgeable about history.

Ritz's secret was right there. But he waited, and Franz said no more. Having closed off his heart and focused solely on his spirit user training, Franz probably didn't know the details of history.

"Ritz… just who are you…?"

At Franz's mutter, Ritz gave a wry smile. He couldn't tell him the details. He didn't want to. So making a joke of it was the easiest way.

"I told you in return for revealing that you're from the Lucina family, so you'd better keep quiet."

Saying so lightly, Franz shrugged. He probably couldn't tell how much was a joke and how much was serious.

"Anyway, since I've revealed my number one secret, you're going to go along with this plan, got it?"

"'Number one'? You have more?"

"That's a secret."

In truth, there was still a lot more. But he didn't want to reveal it. As long as he was Franz and Anna's guardian, those secrets were unnecessary.

As Franz sighed, Ritz smiled at him.

"Well, putting that aside, I'll explain the plan."

"…Go on."

"It seems those guys have misunderstood me for a Lucina family mercenary. So, let's just go ahead and use the Lucina name, which is more believable than the king's."

"What!?"

There was no time to spare making excuses to the speechless Franz. If he didn't press on now, Franz would surely bolt.

"I'll pretend that I, along with you, Franz, have come to investigate the cause of the herb distribution delay and, what's more, to solve it. In the meantime, we'll make the merchants promise not to cause any trouble for the villagers. Of course, in your name, Franz… I know it's a bit much to ask, but I think that will be the most effective."

"…"

Too stunned to speak, Franz opened and closed his mouth without a sound. If he kept pushing, victory would be his.

"Then, the money for the investigation and resolution will be the responsibility of the merchants who failed to bring back the goods, so they'll pay. With this, we kill two birds with one stone. How about it?"

Franz, looking at the utterly cheerful Ritz, slumped onto the table in defeat.

"This is practically a scam."

"It's not a scam. Call it helping people. Besides, your old man is capable of this much, isn't he?"

"…Well… I suppose so."

Reluctantly, Franz seemed to acknowledge the plan's effectiveness. But he covered his face with one hand and groaned.

"I… to be honest, I hate it. But I also know it's for the best. It's true that if I, the son of Saradio's lord, make a declaration in my name, the merchants will probably behave."

Ritz understood Franz's complex feelings. But Ritz chose the safety of the Roubaix couple, his benefactors, and all the villagers frightened by the merchants over the anguish of one Franz. For the Roubaix couple, this would be the greatest repayment of their kindness.

"Could you give me some time to think? I need time to think, too."

With those parting words, Franz, nursing his creaking muscles, slowly stood up and went upstairs.
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			Wanting to be alone, he went up to the top floor of the inn. Opening the wooden door revealed a small terrace with a view of the entire village. It seemed to be a place for drying laundry; familiar clothes belonging to Anna and himself swayed in the wind.

"I have to do it, don't I…"

He muttered, leaning against the railing. Ritz's proposal was something he felt a strong resistance to. That method was practically a scam.

Sure, a lie can be a means to an end. But Franz didn't want to act like Ville in front of the merchants. He didn't want to become like his father.

A part of him ached. He had just escaped the cage of Saradio, a place full of lies and vanity, only to have to lie again. And to do so by invoking the name of the father he despised most.

The wind gently stroked Franz's hair. It was a refreshing, cool autumn breeze, carrying the faint, warm scent of home. Franz looked up and down at the village.

The villagers were being tormented by merchants. And the ringleaders were the merchants of Saradio. Was he supposed to let that stand?

The answer was no. He couldn't forgive it. Franz understood the importance of merchants. But he couldn't forgive them for exploiting the villagers like this.

"But… I hate it…"

As he muttered the words, his own feelings of disgust became clearer and clearer.

He hated that he was Ville Lucina's son.

He hated having to play the part of an arrogant merchant like Ville.

He hated having to deceive the merchants.

Hate it, hate it, hate it.

Realizing he was being controlled by those words, Franz froze.

*Isn't this all about my own likes and dislikes?* The debt to the Roubaix couple, the stolen herbs, this village—was he ignoring all of that and only talking about himself?

Wasn't he just asserting his own likes and dislikes, overlooking what was truly important?

The thought made him shudder.

Wasn't that very selfishness the image of the father he despised most?

Franz covered his face with both hands. Leaving on a journey meant interacting with others. But if he just stayed withdrawn in his shell because he didn't like something, he'd never be able to change things the way he wanted.

Franz groaned, his face still covered. An inarticulate sound escaped him.

He hated being a Lucina, and having to advertise it so brazenly was agonizing. It was no different from what his father did. But if it was the way to help the villagers, what was the right thing to do?

He had met Ritz and Anna, and set out on this journey thinking that maybe there were people like them, that maybe he could trust people. Franz had wanted to change. But he didn't know what that even meant.

As he agonized, the terrace door suddenly opened. He turned to see Philia rushing in. She smiled when she noticed Franz.

"Oh, there you are."

"…Yes."

"Anna-chan, she's awake, you know?"

"What…?"

"She's your companion, isn't she? I'm so glad she's safe."

Philia's words, spoken as she deftly folded Anna's laundry, struck a chord in his chest.

That's right. They had become companions. Anna had been injured protecting him. And the ones who had saved Anna were Philia and Morris.

In that case, didn't he, as their companion, need to set aside his own likes and dislikes and repay that kindness for his companions' sake?

He still didn't quite understand the concept of a companion, but Ritz and Anna had helped him back in Saradio. So, it seemed only natural that in a difficult situation, Franz should use the means available to him.

No, it was more than natural.

Following Philia, Franz began to walk quickly toward Anna's room.

He went downstairs and burst into Anna's room to find Ritz, who had arrived before him. With a look of profound relief, he was patting Anna on the head.

"Glad you're okay…"

"Yeah. Sorry to make you worry."

Anna, too, was smiling happily as she looked up at Ritz. He'd thought so since they first met, but they really were a close pair.

"Oh, it's Franz! Hey there!"

To be greeted so cheerfully by someone who had been unconscious just moments ago was draining.

"You're full of energy…"

"Yep! Though my body's completely paralyzed from the neck down!"

"…You normally wouldn't call that 'full of energy'…"

Franz sighed. A seriously injured person who was paralyzed from the neck down shouldn't be laughing so carefreely. Where Anna's energy came from was a mystery to him.

"Ritz, can you help me sit up? My back kind of hurts."

At Anna's bright request, Ritz shrugged.

"You're supposed to say things like that a little more meekly."

"Huh? But I'm all better now."

"Even though you can't get up without help?"

"My body might not move, but my spirit is full of energy!"

"…Honestly, you."

With a sigh, Ritz helped Anna up. It still seemed to hurt a lot; a faint, pained groan escaped her lips as she held back the pain. It was painful just to watch. But, though breathless, she managed to sit up with Ritz's help.

"Heheh. My back feels so much cooler now."

With a light sheen of sweat on her forehead, Anna smiled.

*She's strong,* Franz thought, frozen in place, able only to admire her.

Ritz, having helped Anna up, quickly rolled up a blanket and made a backrest for her. Despite his appearance, Ritz was strangely good at taking care of people. It made Franz wonder if he was really a mercenary and not something else entirely.

"Ah, I feel alive again. Hey, hey, how many days has it been?"

"How many days? …It's only been one day. One."

After arranging things behind her, Ritz helped Anna lean back against the support.

"One day? Really? It feels like I was asleep for a really long time."

"Well, you were hovering between life and death."

"Whoa… that's amazing."

At Anna's cheerful words, Franz sighed. Ritz pressed his forehead.

"You're really something else…"

"So, so, where are we? How was I saved? Did we buy the herbs? Was there a doctor? Why isn't your hair tied back, Ritz?"

At the barrage of questions, Ritz sighed and explained the events so far. He probably sensed that if he didn't explain, the patient Anna would keep pestering him.

Having finished his explanation, Ritz casually took a cord from his pocket and tied back his hair.

"My hair, I just overslept and forgot to tie it."

"Oh, I see! Hey, hey, can I tie it next time? If I braid it, we'll match, you know?"

"I refuse."

The single long lock of Ritz's hair was smooth, sleek, and beautiful, without a hint of unruliness. Anna sometimes played with it, a little envious. Anna's hair was straight too, but perhaps because it was red, it didn't have the same luster as Ritz's black hair.

"Meanie!"

Anna pouted at Ritz, but then she burst out laughing. Ritz started laughing too. Seeing that, the tension finally left Franz's shoulders. This was normal. It was okay, she was back to being the old Anna.

"Hey, hey, the herbs were stolen and it's a big problem, right? We're going to help, of course, right?"

Her eyes sparkling, Anna looked back and forth between Ritz and Franz. Her eyes were filled with the light of her conviction to help anyone in trouble. Without noticing the taken-aback Franz, Anna's eyes were brimming with motivation.

"Of course. As for how…"

Ritz, while being mindful of Anna, explained that he and Franz were about to put on a show for the merchants. Franz hadn't agreed yet, but he felt like the net was closing in.

"Hey, isn't that lying? Lying is a bad thing, you know?"

He hadn't expected a lifeline to come from Anna of all people. Franz was about to agree with her, but Ritz cut in a split second before him. With a knowing smile, he leaned close to Anna.

"Listen, Anna. There's such a thing as a white lie, right? Lies that hurt people are bad, but lies that help people are good lies. And hey, we talked about this before, right? Mutual aid. The villagers, us, and even the merchants will all be happy. I think it's a good thing."

At Ritz's words, Franz could only sigh. After being told that, Anna's answer was obvious. She had absolute trust in Ritz.

"Oh, okay. You're right! It's better if everyone is happy!"

Just as he'd thought.

"Right?"

Feeling vaguely dissatisfied, he lightly punched Ritz on the head, but Ritz didn't even flinch.

Just then, Morris came in. He was carrying a large wooden tub, inside which sat a tray of drinks.

"Ritz-kun, sorry, could you grab this?"

As the addressed Ritz quickly took the tray, Morris set the now-lightened tub on the floor. Then he hurried downstairs again, this time returning with a large kettle. As he poured the hot water from the kettle into the tub, preparing for something, Ritz asked.

"Morris-san, what's this?"

"Oh, sorry, sorry. It's a medicinal bath. Philia gave it to me to give to her."

"Thank you very much."

After thanking him, Ritz walked over to Anna.

"This is an antidote tea, so drink it slowly. I'll hold the cup for you."

"Ritz, you're like my adoptive father."

At Anna's words, Ritz's face clearly fell.

"When you say that, it makes me feel really old, you know."

"Huh? Really?"

Anna's eyes widened. It seemed she had meant it as a compliment.

"I'm still single, you know."

The cup Ritz held to Anna's lips with both hands had a pleasant green aroma. From its color and scent, it looked quite bitter.

Anna, too, looked a little nervous as she brought it to her lips, but after one sip, she blinked, and then drank the rest in one gulp.

"Hey, hey, you'll choke if you rush."

Ritz warned her with an exasperated look, but Anna finished it off and let out a big breath.

"Ah, I'm starving! Drinking something warm made me hungry!"

"You really are…"

As Ritz sighed deeply, a laugh came from behind him. He turned to see Philia standing there with a ceramic bowl and a spoon. At the steam rising from it, Anna's nose twitched.

"That smells good… it's porridge."

Anna's face broke into a happy smile. Wheat was the staple food in northern Yuresla, but rice cultivation was common near the river mouths in the south. Around here, wheat was the main staple.

"Rice is a luxury item around here, isn't it?"

At Anna's words, Franz tilted his head. He had never once checked the price of rice.

"Is it?"

"Franz, you didn't know you were eating it?"

"…Well…"

"I'm so jealous! In Vishnu, it's a luxury we rarely get to eat."

Philia giggled at the practically drooling Anna.

"Sometimes the merchants who come to buy herbs bring rice. In exchange for the expensive medicine. This is this year's new rice."

"Wow…"

Her eyes narrowing, Anna finally seemed to notice Philia's presence.

"Um… who are you?"

"It's nice to meet you, Anna-chan. I'm Philia. And this is my husband, Morris."

"I'm Anna! It's a pleasure to meet you!"

Philia entered the room with a smile and placed the ceramic bowl on the built-in chest next to the bed. A pleasant aroma of porridge was indeed wafting from inside.

"It's still hot, so let's let it cool a bit, okay?"

As Philia said that, Morris, having finished filling the tub with hot water, left the room. As Ritz and Franz stared, wondering what was about to happen, Philia turned to them with a smile.

"We're going to wash her whole body with hot water and give her a massage. It'll help her body move again soon."

"I'm so happy! I couldn't bathe on the road!"

"I'm glad you're happy."

Laughing, Philia pulled back Anna's blanket, but she suddenly stopped and looked at them. Not understanding, Franz stood frozen.

"Is that all right with you two?"

"Huh? Can we help with something?"

To Ritz's reflexive question, Philia crossed her arms and looked at Ritz and Franz like a mischievous child pretending to be a little sulky.

"Do you two want to watch Anna-chan bathe and change?"

The moment she said it, a flustered Franz bolted into the hallway. Behind him was a similarly panicked Ritz.

"Sorry! Take your time!"

Scratching his head, Ritz apologized into the room and closed the door behind him. So that's what washing her whole body and giving her a massage meant.

Franz, having fled the room and come downstairs, let out a deep sigh. Beside him, Ritz gave a wry smile.

"Man, I was totally prepared to take care of her myself, bath and all!"

In response to that, Franz, who had just been standing there blankly, could only shrug. He hadn't intended to help, but he had forgotten to leave.

"Well, now, since you two were there, I was about to say, 'Is it okay to peek at her bath?'"

Morris, who had left the room earlier, came over to them laughing, holding some herbal tea.

"You should have said something! How embarrassing."

Ritz plopped into a chair with a weary sigh. At the same time, Franz also sat down. After serving them tea, Morris went out to clean. It seemed running an inn was surprisingly busy work.

They drank their tea in silence for a while, but then, as if waiting for the right moment, Ritz spoke up.

"…So, is that enough time to think?"

"It's enough."

Franz replied with just that, his voice tinged with a sigh. It felt as if, in all the commotion, he had left his convictions somewhere behind.

He certainly still had his reservations. But he also felt that to continue their journey safely, they had to make every effort to ensure something terrible like what happened to Anna didn't happen again.

Losing sight of his goal by getting hung up on his own pride and feelings was worse than using the Lucina family name. He didn't want the journey to end like that.

Besides, for now, his only place to return to was his master's in Saradio. He couldn't afford to give up halfway.

For that, he would still need ample funds.

Because he didn't want to return to Saradio, he would make the most of his value there. In other words, use what you can, even your own parents.

As Ritz silently watched the pensive Franz, he sipped his tea and muttered.

"Well, the Lucina name only has power up to this village. Once we pass this village, the Saradio autonomous district ends, and we enter the next one."

In other words, even if he wanted to, he couldn't use the Lucina name anymore. What was the point of not using it when he could? Franz nodded at Ritz's words. Just because Saradio was a large commercial city, its influence on the country as a whole wasn't that great as a single autonomous district. In fact, it was rather small.

If anyone had significant influence, it would be Ritz, the old friend of the King of Yuresla. Ritz would probably make the most of that too, if necessary.

For the sake of Franz and Anna, who had nothing else.

No, he'd probably use it just for the fun of it.

Thinking that, he felt a little better. He might not like to admit it, but in these six days, he might have been influenced quite a bit by Ritz and Anna.

"So, shall we go over the plan?"

At Ritz's question, Franz silently brought the tea to his lips.

"After I finish this."

When he stated it bluntly, Ritz shrugged as if surrendering to Franz's bad mood with a smile.

"…Alright, alright. I'll wait."

Even if his mind was made up, he still wanted to rebel a little. That much self-indulgence should be allowed.
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			In the evening, a large number of merchants arrived at the inn.

Anna, having finished her bath with Philia's help, pushed her slightly moving body to its limits and, carried in Ritz's arms, secretly hid herself in the dining hall. The old counter had knotholes and gaps here and there, so there was no problem peeking at Ritz, Franz, and the merchants from behind it.

As for Ritz, he just scratched his head and looked exasperated, but in the end, he just laughed and said, "What a ringside seat."

When Ritz scratched his head with an exasperated look, it was usually because he thought of Anna as a troublesome child, which was a little irritating, but there was no way the curious Anna could just stay in her room and sleep.

To be honest, when she woke up all alone, Anna was terrified and filled with anxiety. She trembled with such unease that she felt like she wanted to go back to Anton.

But the fact that she was alive and awake meant that Ritz had truly run to the very end for her. Even though Ritz sometimes found her troublesome, she was happy that he had worked so hard for her, and she thanked him in her heart.

"I'm glad… I didn't die."

In the quiet of her room alone, Anna whispered, savoring the true feelings she would keep from the other two. When she thought it was all over, she had even thought that maybe she would see her parents if she died. Even though it wasn't even certain that her parents were dead.

"I'm glad I'm alive…"

She let out a deep sigh of relief and offered a prayer of thanks to the Water Spirit King.

"O Water Spirit King, who governs peace and healing, I thank you. It seems I've somehow been saved."

In the quiet moment, her eyes met Ritz's, who had quietly come to check on her. She would never forget that moment. For some reason, Ritz, his hair still a mess, looked at her face and smiled with profound relief. That smile was so striking that it made her feel happy and strange all at once.

After that, things got a bit hectic, but she was genuinely panicked when Ritz almost helped her with her bath. Because he was her guardian, he seemed to have completely forgotten that Anna was a girl and was planning to take care of her.

She loved Ritz like a father, but that was just too embarrassing. It would be embarrassing to have Anton help her too, but it would be even worse with Ritz.

Besides, she felt she wasn't that age anymore. She wondered just how much of a child she looked like to Ritz. In her own mind, Anna thought she was quite grown up.

"Is this the 'Goddess's Palm Inn'?"

The murmuring of the merchants brought Anna back to her senses. This wouldn't do. If she just zoned out, there would be no point in having begged Ritz and Franz to let her hide here.

She had heard the full explanation from Ritz and the others. But she didn't really understand most of the details. So rather than hearing about it later, she wanted to hear it properly here.

Anna peeked through the hole. Conveniently, there was a hole just big enough for her to put both eyes through. It seemed another table used to be attached here, but it had been removed, board and all.

Facing the crowd of merchants, Franz sat with his legs crossed, completely unfazed, his slightly heavy-lidded eyes fixed ahead. He had never done anything like this before, so he was probably nervous on the inside, but his expressionless face seemed to be saving him.

Anna had noticed during their journey that Franz's lack of expression wasn't something he was faking. Franz didn't smile, but he did get angry. You could tell right away when he was angry. He got moody, too. You could tell right away when he was moody. But it seemed he was incapable of feeling or showing happiness or joy.

There were times when you could tell he was happy on the inside, and times when he seemed sad. But because he had suppressed his emotions for so long, his face had apparently just stopped moving naturally.

Anna remembered the face of Ville Lucina in Saradio and felt a sense of despair. Anna was an orphan, but she had been blessed with her environment and had lived happily. But Franz, despite having a real parent, had even his expressions stolen from him by his father. Sometimes, things in the world just don't go right.

Next to Franz, Ritz stood with his arms crossed, a defiant look on his face. The bodyguard-like expression suited him so well that it made Ritz's true identity all the more mysterious. It was the same expression she had seen when he was pretending to be a mercenary back in Saradio.

It strangely suited Ritz, but it wasn't a face that Anna liked.

While this was happening, the merchants were increasing in number, one by one. The seats had long since been filled, and a considerable number of merchants were standing and waiting. But still more were coming. All they could do was wait until everyone had gathered. The plan Ritz had laid out in their earlier meeting, which Anna had joined, was simple.

First, Ritz would ramble on about how Ville Lucina was angry because the herbs weren't arriving in the city. If that managed to intimidate the merchants a little, all the better.

Then, Franz would announce that he had come to see the current situation for himself. He could just report the fact that the herbs were gone from the village directly to Ville Lucina, but he would also show a hint of mercy by saying he might be willing to do something about it himself.

Ritz had smiled confidently, saying the merchants would probably take the bait. Franz had also sighed and said, 'Merchants will swarm to a profitable story,' treating them like insects, but it seemed it was true that they would gather. Then, they would move on to demanding payment.

Franz's role was to use his usual expressionless face to look down on the Saradio merchants and make them sign a contract promising not to threaten the villagers. The contract for that purpose had been prepared in advance, using paper and pen borrowed from the Roubaix couple. This contract was the fruit of Franz's labor.

The handwriting of Franz, as he earnestly wrote the contract, was quite messy, which was a bit surprising, but the way he meticulously filled it out was impressive.

Anna didn't understand any of that at all.

About half an hour after the merchants started gathering, it seemed no more were coming. The inn's dining hall, with only ten seats, was packed so tightly with merchants that the air was thick. There were about forty of them.

It was painfully obvious that everyone was whispering to each other, sizing up Franz and Ritz. Even though she was hidden, Anna's heart started to pound.

Franz, facing this large crowd, must have been incredibly nervous, but he wasn't allowed to be overwhelmed or flustered by the numbers. All that was required of him was to calmly gaze at the people.

*This must be tough,* she thought, but there was nothing she could do to help. The absolute condition for Anna being here was to never open her mouth. Just that one thing.

If she broke it, Ritz had given her a scary threat: he would personally give her a thorough bath. That was the one thing she absolutely did not want.

"Well then, shall we begin?"

At Ritz's single phrase, the murmuring among the merchants died down. It became as quiet as if water had been thrown on a fire. Anna also covered her mouth with both hands.

"Why we came to this village… you've heard from the Saradio merchants, haven't you?"

The merchants all turned to look at the Saradio merchants at once. They looked rather uncomfortable. Perhaps many of them had come without being told the circumstances.

"I thought I'd only gathered the merchants from our city, but it looks like quite a crowd has shown up."

By using deliberately vulgar language, Ritz was silencing the merchants.

*Ritz has so many different expressions, he's like an actor,* she thought. When he dealt with the Roubaix couple, he was a polite and kind young man. When he was with Anna and the others, he was a cheerful and helpful older brother. And when he was pretending to be a mercenary, he was a truly scary mercenary.

"First, I'll ask you this."

At Ritz's low question, the Saradio merchants flinched.

"Our lord is greatly angered that the herbs have not reached him. You understand that, don't you?"

Ritz seemed to be quite enjoying this act.

"Depending on the reason, he was in a real rage, saying he'd revoke your commercial rights. Well, not that it has anything to do with me."

At Ritz's fearless smile, a heavily sweating Saradio merchant approached. Anna knew about the crests from Franz, so she could distinguish the Saradio merchants.

"That's… Hey, you'll sort this out for us, right? You can see it's impossible in this situation, can't you?"

Phase one, success. In his mind, Ritz must have been gloating.

"Well, now. I might consider it."

It seemed Ritz was getting more and more into it.

"But then again, it might be interesting to see you big shots in the city get all flustered."

Anna realized that Ritz might be getting revenge for the trouble he had selling vegetables in Saradio. She vividly remembered how difficult that time had been.

"How could you…"

Ritz looked down on the speechless merchant with relish. This wasn't an act; he was definitely taking out his grudge from that time on the merchants.

She thought that revenge wasn't a very good thing, but opening her mouth was strictly forbidden.

"I could report to the lord that you're all a bunch of flustered, incompetent fools who couldn't get your hands on anything."

The merchant's face turned as white as the contract that was his lifeblood. If that were reported, it would truly be the end for him in that city.

"Do something!"

The merchant let out a cry from the heart. Ritz glanced at Franz, who had been sitting silently with his arms crossed. According to their plan, this was the signal for 'is this good enough?', but it didn't seem that way to them. It looked as if Ritz was asking Franz for a ruling on what to do.

The merchants held their breath, waiting for the answer from Franz, the ruler of this scene. But Franz only nodded at Ritz. Seeing that, Ritz nodded back. It was the signal for 'this should be good enough'.

Now the real negotiations would begin.

"Franz-sama says he might be willing to do something for you. You should all be grateful."

The Saradio merchants all let out sighs of relief. They believed that Franz's thoughts were directly connected to Ville Lucina. If they knew that Franz had burned down his house and run away, the merchants would surely be shocked.

"Me and Franz-sama will sort this out somehow and send you back to Saradio with the herbs."

This caused a stir among the other merchants as well. They, too, were unable to return to their cities. They began to confer in hushed tones with others from the same city.

Phase two was also a success. Next was to get the money.

Ritz, a smirk on his face as he looked down on the merchants, continued.

"…But hey, you're not planning on making me and Franz-sama work for free, are you?"

The merchants fell silent for a moment, then began talking even more loudly. They finally understood why the Saradio merchant had gathered them.

Anna remembered the explanation Ritz had given when he came up with this plan.

If they really solved the case, the Saradio merchants apparently couldn't stand the thought of only them having to cough up the money while merchants from other countries happily bought herbs and went home. They wanted the herbs, and they wanted to take them home, but they couldn't bear the thought of only them taking a loss.

But for now, there was no prospect of the herb theft case being solved. But could they really trust this mysterious man?

They were supposed to be torn, he had said. From there, it would turn into a calculation of money, so he told her to watch.

Ritz's prediction was so accurate that Anna couldn't help but sigh. *Ritz… who is he really?*

As Anna was lost in thought, a merchant from a city other than Saradio spoke up.

"Of course, we just have to pay you a reward if you succeed, right?"

It really had come down to money. Everyone was focused on this question. No one wanted to pay money from the start for something that might not even work out.

However, if they didn't sign a contract first, there was a chance the merchants would go back on their word. They had to make them sign a contract here and get everyone's signature on the document Franz had prepared.

"What are you talking about? You're hiring me, right? For a time, anyway. It's not worth my while if I don't get half the reward upfront."

At Ritz's words, the merchants were taken aback.

"We can't trust your skills! How can we pay you upfront!?"

Voices of agreement rose from here and there. Ritz reached into his pocket, pulled something out, and slammed it onto the floor. It was a bundle of certificates.

The Saradio merchant at the very front picked it up suspiciously. What he held were travel permits for every country on the continent except one, and several national mercenary contracts.

The man looked up at Ritz with a look of astonishment and asked timidly.

"Are these real?"

"Of course they are. What's the point of carrying fakes?"

Anna and Franz, who had been shown these during the planning stage, were also surprised. Ritz, who held this many travel permits and had a mercenary contract with a nation that boasted the best army, was amazing. After all, it meant he had been to that many countries.

To the impressed Anna and Franz, Ritz had said proudly.

"How about that? I've eaten food from this many countries!"

"That's amazing!"

"Right!?"

At Anna's involuntary awe, Ritz had grinned proudly, and Franz had sighed heavily. As amazing as Ritz was, he wouldn't tell them anything more than that.

He had simply put away his identification, saying the details would have to wait. It seemed Ritz had various reasons he couldn't talk about. Anna decided on her own that he would surely tell her someday.

The merchants looked at the travel permits and contracts, confirming one by one that they were real. Ritz watched them with a cool gaze. He placed the documents, which had been returned to him, on the table and looked over the merchants once more.

"How about it? If you still can't trust me, we can just call this whole thing off."

At Ritz's words, a particularly burly merchant pushed his way through the others.

"Not yet. If you can beat me in a fight, I'll sign the contract."

"There's always a skeptical one."

Ritz shrugged and picked up the greatsword that had been leaning against his chair.

"We can take this outside, you know."

At the appearance of the greatsword, which had been hidden until now, the burly merchant fell silent. There was no way he could have a fair fight with a man who could swing a greatsword like that. Any normal person would think so, or so Ritz himself had said.

It seemed he was right. The man's shoulders slumped, and he muttered quietly.

"…Fine, I'll sign."

The moment that man acknowledged it, it was as good as everyone here agreeing. The merchants quieted down, and it was finally Franz's turn.

"A merchant's contract is sacred. I have created this contract. If you agree, everyone sign it."

Franz stood up and showed them the contract.

"This contract is to be made without fail in the name of Franz Lucina, son of the Lord of Saradio, who is currently the employer of Ritz Alster."

Franz held the contract high for all to see, turned it toward himself, and read it aloud.

"This contract becomes effective upon agreement to hire Ritz Alster and request the resolution of the incident. I will read the terms of the contract, so listen carefully."

Anna noticed that the expressionless Franz was trembling slightly. He must be incredibly nervous. After all, Franz hated playing the role of the lord's son and had initially resisted it. Still, the fact that he was trying his best was admirable.

"One, you will not interfere with us in any way while we are investigating the incident. This does not apply when we come to ask questions.

One, you will wait outside the village until the incident is resolved. Do not interact with the villagers in any way.

One, the reward for resolving this matter shall be two hundred Giltz, the common currency of the Eneonea Continent, half of which shall be paid in advance. Of course, it is fine as long as you all divide the amount equally and pay it properly."

"Two hundred Giltz? That's impossible!!"

A cry bordering on a scream rose from among the merchants. Anna might have screamed too if she were on the merchants' side. Two hundred Giltz was two hundred gold coins. Anna had never seen such a large sum of money before.

By the way, one silver coin was called a Berce, and one copper coin was a Sardel. For a light meal, five Sardels were enough, including a drink. If you ate three meals a day without being extravagant and stayed at a cheap inn for one night, it would cost about three Berce per person. If you were camping out, about ten Sardels per person per day would be enough.

In other words, with two hundred Giltz, you could easily reach the Royal Capital Sears, where the sea was, even while camping. This would completely solve the issue of travel funds for the time being. If they wanted to continue their journey, they could find work in the Royal Capital and earn money.

The Royal Capital was a huge city, so they wouldn't have trouble earning money.

Franz had also protested to Ritz that it was an exorbitant amount, but he had fallen silent after hearing Ritz's explanation. Besides, it would be even more suspicious if Ville Lucina's son was modest.

In reality, they only intended to take one hundred Giltz. In other words, their plan was to take the advance payment, solve the case, and then quietly leave the village. With one hundred Giltz, Ritz said they would be fine for a while, even if their journey turned out to be long.

Though since there were three of them, it would apparently run out eventually.

"If you all split it, it's not that much, is it?"

The merchants, eyed coldly, fell silent. They seemed to be doing some frantic calculations. Soon, their abacuses seemed to have reached the conclusion that it was wiser to make the request.

"Indeed, it doesn't seem to be a huge amount…"

At someone's voice, everyone was convinced and signed the contract one after another. They had realized that a prolonged stay would cost more than the request fee, so their decision was swift.

With the contract, they paid half the fee from their own purses. And so, the contract Franz had made was filled with forty signatures. Next to it was a towering pile of gold and silver coins totaling one hundred Giltz.

"When will you start investigating?"

At the merchants' words, Ritz replied with a confident expression.

"Tomorrow, of course. Just you wait and see."

Perhaps relieved by having paid the fee and signed the contract, an air of relaxation settled over the merchants.

"Alright, you lot, Franz-sama is tired. Get the hell out of the village. It's the contract you all agreed to."

At Ritz's single phrase, the merchants shuffled out. The last to remain was the leader of the Saradio merchants.

"Young Master Franz, we're counting on you. And please, put in a good word for us with the lord."

"You're persistent!"

Shoving the pleading merchant out, Ritz chased him from the 'Goddess's Palm Inn' and closed the door. A quietness unlike before enveloped the dining hall. The tension broken, Franz collapsed onto the still-wet contract.

"Well, Franz, good work. It went well, didn't it?"

Ritz patted Franz's back with a grin. Franz groaned, still face down.

"You, Ritz, are a magnificent con artist."

"You think? I think it's the art world's greatest loss that I didn't become an actor."

Ritz was in high spirits because it had gone well. He showed no signs of tension or fatigue. Perhaps this was what it meant to be experienced.

"Ritz, Ritz! Help me up!"

Anna called out to Ritz from behind the counter.

"Sure thing."

Lightly lifted by the smiling Ritz, she was seated next to Franz.

"You did well keeping quiet, too. Good job."

"Yay! I got praised!"

"I was sure you were going to open your mouth, though."

"You're treating me like a child again! I can keep quiet, you know!"

When she pouted, Ritz laughed cheerfully.

"My bad, my bad. You wouldn't want me to take care of you in the bath, either, would you?"

"No way! That's so embarrassing!"

He was really, seriously treating her like a child. It was irritating, but there was nothing she could do.

"Anyway, Franz, the part where you read out the contract was incredibly convincing. You were so poised. You really seemed like a lord's son."

At Ritz's teasing, Franz didn't seem to have the energy to snap back.

"Sorry for being a real lord's son."

Muttering under his breath, Franz remained face down on the contract.

"Franz, can I ask you something?"

At Ritz's serious voice, Franz raised his head. At the sight of his face, Anna almost burst out laughing and covered her mouth with her hand. Ritz was also desperately trying to hold back his laughter.

"What is it, Ritz?"

Looking at the moody Franz, Anna couldn't hold it in any longer and burst out laughing at the same time as Ritz. Ritz pointed at Franz's face and doubled over in laughter.

"You've got the fresh signature of a merchant smudged on your face!"

"What?"

Franz hurriedly touched his face. Of course, he couldn't tell just by touching it.

"Don't get autographs on your face!"

Franz glared at Ritz before running out of the dining hall to find a mirror.

The remaining Ritz couldn't stop laughing and sat in his chair, roaring with laughter.

"It's mean to laugh that much!"

Even as she said it, Anna couldn't stop laughing either. A handwritten signature on a handsome, sullen face. There was no way not to laugh.

"You two seem to be having fun."

Morris, who had lent them the dining hall for the commotion, finally came out and stretched.

Philia seemed to be making dinner; a faint, pleasant aroma drifted from the back.

"Yeah, haha, sorry, I can't stop laughing."

Finally suppressing the rising laughter, Ritz turned to face Morris. Anna also gently wiped away the tears that had gathered in the corners of her eyes from laughing too much.

"Sorry for taking over the dining hall. You really helped us out."

At Ritz's light bow, Morris nodded gravely and sat down opposite him.

"I'm sorry for eavesdropping, but… are you really going to get the Arlie back?"

For the people of Tushil, the matter of the Arlie was a huge problem. Anna understood that feeling painfully well.

For a farmer, the crops they lovingly raised were like their own children. The pride they felt when shipping them out was something only a farmer could understand. To have that stolen, how painful and hard it must be.

To the anxious Morris, Ritz put on a kind, gentle smile.

"I can't say 'leave it to me,' but I intend to do my very best."

After hearing that, Morris asked worriedly.

"Should we prepare a reward for you as well?"

Ritz waved his hand at the serious Morris.

"Of course not. We got money from the merchants, so we don't need any. Besides, you and Philia are Anna's saviors. We'd be cursed if we did something like that."

As he said that, Ritz patted Anna's head with his large hand.

"That's right! We're really grateful!"

To repay their gratitude, taking a reward would be out of the question. But as Ritz packed the collected money into a pre-prepared bag, he looked at Morris with a thoughtful expression.

"If I had to ask for something… I'd be happy if you could sell us some of your best herbs at a cheap price."

"Ritz?"

When she looked up, Ritz closed one eye. When Ritz was like this, Anna knew she could trust him. As she looked up at him silently, Ritz smiled shyly with the face of a kind young man.

"The truth is, I forgot to buy herbs before we came."

"Traveling without buying herbs? You're a bold one."

This time it was Morris's turn to laugh. But for some reason, the desperate feeling that had been inside Morris was gone. It seemed that Ritz asking for a reward had put Morris at ease.

She didn't know the reason, but there must have been some meaning to it.

"If the Arlie comes back, it's an easy request."

Morris agreed with a smile. There was no written contract, but Anna realized that this promise would never be broken.

"I'm counting on you. Please save this village."

His face was more serious than anyone's. The ones who really wanted them to solve the case were not the merchants, but the people of this village. Ritz responded to that with a resolute expression.

"Leave it to me. On my name, I swear I'll get the Arlie back."

Ritz, who declared this with a confident smile, was so reliable that Anna looked up at him. She felt deeply that he was an amazing person.

She wanted to become useful to Ritz. She wanted to be useful so she wouldn't be treated like a child, so she could properly become a companion.

"Well then, I suppose I'll start preparing dinner."

Morris stood up with a smile, and in his place, Franz, with his bangs wet, returned. It seemed he had been scrubbing his face until now. The marks from scrubbing stood out red on his white face. It must have been very hard to get off.

"Did the letters come off?"

"Thanks to you, yes."

To the sullen Franz, Ritz pushed the bag of money.

"Here, travel funds."

"…Yeah."

Franz was the treasurer. No matter how high the amount, Ritz easily entrusted it to him. It was somehow amazing.

"Well then, let's have a planning session for tomorrow until dinner."

At Ritz's suggestion, Franz also took a seat and opened his bag. Inside were paper, a pen, and an ink bottle. This was the same paper he had used to create the contract earlier. This bag, which contained no food or snacks, held only paper and books. For Anna, it was unthinkable.

"First, I'd like to see the scene, though."

Anna nodded at Ritz's words.

"Yeah. Let's go!"

"Are you an idiot? You're staying here."

"Whaaat!?"

"Listen, don't talk about coming along when you were on the verge of death."

"No way. I'm going! We're going to punish the people who are tormenting the farmers!"

When she declared it, Ritz scratched his head and sighed.

"…Alright… let's start with something else then. For now, all we can do is talk to the Roubaix couple."

At Ritz's suggestion, they decided to listen to the couple's story while eating dinner together.

Morris Roubaix's testimony.

"The night before the Arlie was stolen, it was a fine night without a single cloud. I went to see the fields the day before, and the Arlie leaves were just swaying in the gentle breeze. There was no wind strong enough to tear off the Arlie. Besides, a wind that could take only the Arlie doesn't exist, right? The other herb fields had no damage at all.

Any strangers? Hmm, I didn't see any. I was so busy preparing to open the inn and getting ready for the herb harvest at the same time that I couldn't look around."

Philia Roubaix's testimony.

"I was getting various things ready for the next day's harvest work. Yes, I went to bed later than Morris, but I didn't see or hear anything. Wind? In my experience, the weather wasn't the kind to have wind, and it didn't feel like a tornado was about to form… Have I seen any strangers recently? No, I haven't."

Result… they couldn't find out anything detailed.

With only two people to ask, this was all they could get. And since these two were a couple and were usually together, their testimonies were bound to be similar.

"Hmm, I guess we have no choice but to go to the scene after all, don't you think?"

Ritz groaned while picking at a walnut pie for dessert. On that point, Anna agreed. Sitting around here wouldn't get them anywhere.

"We'll have to talk to someone more familiar with the village's situation. The comings and goings of people recently, village rumors, and so on. The most important thing is information."

"But if we ask the villagers, won't they be suspicious?"

What Franz said was reasonable. If the merchants who were threatening the village suddenly disappeared, only for a strange trio to start sniffing around about the incident, they would become wary that something was up.

"Hmm."

Watching the groaning Ritz, Anna had an idea. Wouldn't the person at the top know the most?

"Hey, hey, why don't we try asking the most important person in this village?"

"The most important person?"

"The village chief. If you're looking for someone who knows the village best and is also in the know, it's the village chief, right?"

For Anna, who grew up in a rural village, the rural custom of 'if you're in trouble, go to the village chief or the priest' was deeply ingrained in her.

"That's right, there should be a village chief…"

"Yeah. There should be."

If you think of it as another farming village, the comings and goings of people, the growth status of the fields, and other various matters should all be reported to the village chief. Moreover, if that village chief is a person well-liked by the villagers, he might even know about rumors and gossip.

"The problem is how to meet him."

Franz muttered. It was true, there was no guarantee he would meet with them if they just showed up unannounced, and if he was a difficult person, getting information about the village's internal affairs would be tough. There was no way to know if he was on friendly terms with the villagers.

Putting that thought aside for a moment, the three of them tried to come up with other ideas, but in the end, they just wasted time without any good ideas surfacing, and they reluctantly had to have the Roubaix couple make another appearance.

"Actually, we'd like to meet the village chief…"

To the solemn Ritz, Morris replied casually.

"The village chief, huh? Got it."

It seemed so easy to get a meeting that the three of them couldn't help but look at each other. It seemed the 'on friendly terms with the villagers' item had been cleared.

"The village chief is an important person, right? Isn't it hard to meet him?"

Even Anna couldn't help but ask. But the Roubaix couple just laughed as if it was funny.

"A little while ago, there was writing on Franz-kun's forehead, right?"

"…Yes."

To the frowning, moody Franz, Morris said with a smile.

"Did you read what that name said?"

"…No?"

"The name written on your forehead was 'Nors Glaive,' the name of the Tushil village chief."

"What…?"

"In other words, I think the village chief came to check things out today."

He was so surprised he couldn't speak.

"We didn't exactly check if everyone was a merchant, did we?"

Ritz eventually muttered. It was true that with that many people, it would have been easy for someone other than a merchant to slip in. Watching the thoughtful Ritz, Franz, as if remembering something, suddenly started rummaging through his belongings.

"Then that means we took contract money from the village chief, too."

Franz said as he took out the contract. They had planned not to take a single coin from the villagers, but this would ruin everything.

"I'm sure everyone who was there signed it."

Franz carefully spread out the contract.

"Could you take a look at this?"

Handed the contract by Franz, Morris took it. He carefully looked it over from the very beginning. His hand stopped over a certain name.

"This, this is the village chief's signature."

The name Morris pointed to was the last one on the contract. Indeed, that signature was slightly different from the others; the space for the name of the city they belonged to was blank. The contract was designed so that if something happened, the individual could be identified, so it was set up to write down the name of their city and their name. The fact that it wasn't written there meant that they didn't belong to a city.

"I didn't look that closely."

Ritz gave a wry smile. It couldn't be helped, since he had thought they were all merchants in the first place.

"It's getting late. I'll guide you to the village chief's place tomorrow. Is that all right?"

It was certainly rude to visit at this hour. So they could only nod at Morris's words. Besides, Franz was quite tired, and Anna was actually feeling pretty rough too. Her body felt heavy, and she wanted to lie down.

"That's it for today. Let's rest today and start the investigation tomorrow."

Ritz said it simply and lifted Anna into his arms.

"This one's coming along anyway, so I'll toss her in bed first and let her rest."

"That's mean, Ritz. It's like I'm some kind of object."

She protested with a bit of a pout, but Ritz just laughed and didn't take her seriously. Maybe to Ritz, Anna was the same as luggage. She didn't like that.

But it was a fact that she was tired, so she decided to let him carry her without protest.

And so, a long day came to an end.
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			The next morning, Ritz awoke to a strange presence. As a former combatant, he was sensitive to odd atmospheres. He listened closely to the murmuring of a large crowd coming from outside the window, but he could feel no hostility.

Peeking gently outside, he saw a black mountain of people surrounding the inn.

"…What is this?"

He muttered, carefully observing the scene outside. This must be what they call a packed crowd. Women in headscarves, middle-aged men in boots, children running around for no reason… These people were clearly not merchants.

Which meant that the people there were, without a doubt, the villagers of Tushil, whom he was seeing for the first time.

He struggled to understand what could have happened overnight to this village, which had been like a ghost town until yesterday. Tilting his head, he quickly got ready and moved to the adjacent room. It was the room where he had unceremoniously dumped the two injured parties, Anna and Franz.

He opened the door without hesitation and found Anna, staggering as she struggled to get dressed on the bed. It seemed her body was too stiff to bend, and she couldn't manage to put on her socks.

"Pushing yourself again? I told you to say something if you can't do it."

As he helped her with her socks, Anna gave a bashful smile.

"Thanks, Ritz. Good morning."

"Morning."

"It's kind of noisy outside, isn't it?"

It seemed Anna, too, had been woken by the presence outside. But when he looked at the next bed, Franz, with the covers pulled completely over his head, wasn't moving an inch. Franz was notoriously bad at waking up.

Reluctantly, after shaking Franz awake, Ritz stood by the window.

Indeed, the large crowd was still in front of the inn.

"What is it? I want to see too!"

Anna struggled to stand up.

"You can't stand yet, can you?"

"I'm fine!"

At Anna's empty bravado, Ritz scratched his head. He didn't think she needed to push herself so hard, but it seemed Anna was the type who couldn't rest until she saw things for herself.

Reluctantly, with a sigh, Ritz lifted Anna into his arms and stood by the window.

"Whoa… that's amazing…"

As Anna let out a voice of admiration, Franz, though still unsteady, stood beside them.

"What is this…?"

"…I wonder what it is."

For some reason, everyone was loitering around the inn, chattering loudly with bright faces. Had word gotten out that they had driven away the merchants?

But it was impossible for word to have gotten out. The only way was if someone had told the villagers.

"Maybe Morris-san…"

Anna muttered.

"That's the only thing I can think of…"

As he agreed, there was a knock at the door. The door opened hesitantly, and Morris poked his head in.

"Good morning. Sorry, but this has turned into a big deal."

Morris scratched his cheek apologetically.

"This crowd?"

"Yeah. We're surrounded. Sorry about that."

"Did you tell the villagers?"

At Franz's quiet, expressionless question, Morris waved his hands frantically.

"No, no! It wasn't me. It was the village chief."

"The village chief?"

"Look, I told you yesterday that the village chief was mixed in with that group, right? Well, that same village chief came here this morning."

According to Morris, the village chief had indeed been disguised among the merchants they had gathered yesterday.

The village chief, unlike the other villagers, had repeatedly gone to warn the merchants not to cause any more trouble in the village, and because of that, he was often seen walking outside his house. Of course, he also went to where the merchants were staying outside the village.

Encouraging and cheering up the frightened villagers was also an important role. Now that the village was in this situation, it was even more so. It was precisely because it was a small village, a small community, that such a person to connect the villagers was necessary.

There was no way such an active village chief wouldn't have noticed the mass migration of merchants yesterday. He had happened to witness the merchants walking in a group, whispering, while visiting some villagers.

He followed them from hiding, and soon found out their destination. This inn.

Suspicious of them filing into the 'Goddess's Palm Inn,' the village chief had rushed back to his own house on the spur of the moment. Without even a glance at his surprised wife, he had overturned a chest, spilled its contents, and rummaged through the clothes.

His wife, not knowing what he was planning, had just been in a fluster, he said.

And so, the village chief had disguised himself to look like a merchant and had taken up a position near the entrance of the 'Goddess's Palm Inn'.

"And then this morning, the chief gathered everyone and apparently told them about you. He said that the son of the Lord of Saradio and a strong-looking mercenary would get their herbs back, so they shouldn't worry."

"…Wow…"

"This has turned into a big deal…"

Ritz scratched his head. He didn't mind the merchants knowing, but it would be a pain if the villagers found out too. But now that a large crowd had gathered, it was certain that he couldn't just drop the matter.

He had intended to repay their kindness from the start, so he had no plans to drop it, but it was just a hassle.

To the head-clutching Ritz, Morris handed a piece of paper. He took it and unfolded it to see neat handwriting.

'I would like to speak with the son of the lord. I would be most grateful if you would trouble yourself to come to my residence. Nors Glaive, Tushil Village Chief.'

"A simple letter."

After reading it, he passed it to Franz, who glanced at it and sighed.

"This is why I didn't want to say I was from the Lucina family."

"It can't be helped. We were planning on meeting the village chief anyway. It's easier to go when we're invited, isn't it?"

This way, they could brazenly march into the village chief's house. But before that, there was something else to consider.

"The question is what to do about this crowd…"

It wouldn't be wise to go out the front and get surrounded.

"I have a suggestion regarding that."

Philia gently interjected. In her hand, she held a woven basket.

"Morris will let the villagers in through the front. So, come with me to the village chief's place. I'm sorry, but please make do with this for breakfast."

Philia lightly held up the basket in her hand. It was true that it would be impossible to have breakfast in the dining hall surrounded by this crowd.

Philia's suggestion was probably the best. Ritz turned to look back at Franz, who was still barely dressed.

"Alright, let's go then, Franz."

"Got it. Wait a minute."

Franz slowly began to change. He was borrowing his nightclothes from Morris.

"Wait! I'm going too!"

Anna declared firmly. Ritz sighed and met the gaze of Anna, who was looking up at him from his arms.

"…You can't move, can you?"

"I can move! I was able to get ready by myself!"

"You couldn't put on your socks, could you?"

"If I'd taken more time, I'm sure I could have!"

"Listen, you're still not well, are you?"

"I'm not sick! I'm perfectly fine!"

In her eyes, there wasn't a single shred of the emotion of giving up. If he left her behind, he was afraid she would seriously crawl after them. Reluctantly, Ritz gave in.

"Alright. I'll take you with me. But I'm not letting you walk."

He couldn't have her collapsing if he let her walk. Ritz had been entrusted with Anna by Anton. Having been entrusted, he had to take care of her properly as an adult.

"So, are you going to carry me like this?"

"…It'll be over my sword, but I'll carry you on my back."

Even for Ritz, it was tough to carry Anna in his arms the whole way.

"Okay! Then I'll bring a cushion so it doesn't hurt!"

At the cheerful Anna, Ritz could only sigh. A short while later, Ritz, with Anna on his back, and the dressed Franz, quietly made their way to the back entrance. Confirming this, Morris opened the dining hall and invited the villagers inside.

"Come on in, anyone who wants to hear the details! We can't talk outside!"

As Morris said this in a loud voice for all to hear, the villagers rushed into the inn one after another. Seizing that moment, they slipped out of the inn. They watched for a while, but it seemed no one had noticed them.

Even though it had been so lively just a moment ago, there was once again no one on the street. Except this time, everyone was inside the inn.

"Well, shall we go?"

Urged on by Philia, the three of them started walking. The village was spacious. The area where the inn was located was on the main street, and the houses were clustered along this street.

A short distance away, fields stretched out in all directions. It was quite a large area. This must be the communal farm. But the field was lined with low trees that had no leaves, and the seriousness of the situation was plain to see.

Philia guided the three of them to a large, single-story building standing beside the huge farm.

A slightly wide garden and a tall hedge made of some unknown wood surrounded the modest house. There were no lookouts or gatekeepers, nor was there a large gate. All there was was a wooden door in the center of the hedge.

"This is the village chief's house."

At Philia's words, Ritz looked at the house before him. It was certainly a large house, but its construction was that of a very typical farmhouse. However, the presence of a stable and a bell tower to signal emergencies showed that this was the center of the village.

"It's pretty small."

Anna, on his back, muttered.

"It's like Vishnu. It's not that the village chief's house is small because Vishnu is poor. This is normal."

"He's the village chief, but it's modest… Unlike someone's house…"

"Ritz!"

"Just kidding, just kidding."

Franz's face twisted in displeasure. He was probably angry that his own house was being brought up. He was a guy who couldn't take a joke.

As he gave a wry smile, the gentle Philia said calmly.

"I'll be going back now. The village chief is a friendly person, so don't worry."

"What? Is it okay for us to go alone?"

To the questioning Ritz, Philia nodded.

"He's really friendly. You'll see when you meet him."

That being said, since his arrogant attitude from the night he had rounded up the merchants had been seen, he was at a loss as to how to act.

Well, he was meeting the village chief, not a merchant. It would be best to drop that attitude. Since he was well-liked by the villagers, he probably wasn't a person like Franz's father.

Seemingly concerned about the state of the inn, Philia hurried back.

"For now, shall we go inside?"

When he prompted Franz, Franz let out a small sigh and took a step forward. Franz, too, had played the part of the lord's son to the hilt, so he was probably feeling awkward. But it was strange to just stand here.

The three of them, steeling themselves, pushed open the wooden door leading to the entrance. What surprised them when they opened the door was that most of the garden was a field where vegetables were being grown.

"Amazing! A field at a house!"

Indeed, with an herb field outside and a vegetable garden at home, it must be a lot of work to take care of them.

"You have to cultivate the land if you have it!"

Anna the farmer was nodding deeply. Franz's family garden was a beautiful park, but from Anna's perspective, this was probably the correct use of a garden.

As they leisurely strolled through the garden, they could see various crops beyond a small path where autumn flowers bloomed. Each time, Anna on his back would tell him the name of the vegetable. He could recognize them as ingredients, but just by the leaves growing in the field, Ritz couldn't tell them apart at all.

Anna was ignorant of the world, but when it came to her area of expertise, she was frighteningly knowledgeable. She was probably knowledgeable not only about vegetables, but also about animal husbandry and child-rearing.

Even though they were inside the gate and should have been on the village chief's property, it was strange that no one had called out to them. If they kept walking like this, it would feel like they were trespassing. He looked around to see if there was at least a servant, but the only person there was an old man in a straw hat engrossed in his field work.

Feeling hesitant to go further in without saying anything, Ritz decided to ask the man for directions.

"Excuse me, we'd like to see the village chief…"

He asked politely, but his voice didn't reach the man engrossed in his work. Anna called out to the man in an even louder voice from over Ritz's back.

"Mister! We came to see the village chief!"

"If you shout that loud, they'll hear you inside."

Franz warned him in a low voice, but the man in the field finally seemed to notice the three of them.

"Can I help you?"

He looked to be around sixty years old. A sun-tanned, kind-looking face, a straw hat, a towel wrapped around his neck, and boots. From any angle, he was a farmer. He didn't seem to be a servant of the house.

"We've come to see the village chief."

When Ritz said that, the man stared at the three of them and then clapped his hands.

"Ah, I see. Then, follow me."

The man took off his straw hat, wiped his thinning hair with the towel, and headed toward the house. Without his straw hat, he looked even kinder.

"Is this okay?"

Franz spoke so that the man couldn't hear. He was probably worried because the man was too casual to be guiding them to the village chief's house.

"He said to come, so it's fine, right?"

"But…"

"It's fine. It's not like your house, where you'll get cut down if you don't show respect."

When he lightly alluded to the Lucina family's private army, Franz fell silent with a moody expression.

"Anyway, let's go."

Ritz said only that and followed the man. Frowning, Franz also started walking with a sigh.

When they reached the entrance, the man opened the door without knocking or anything. He dropped the farm tools he was holding with a thud in the entrance, where a long bench was installed on a raised platform so that many people could gather.

Just when he thought the man would finally call a servant, he went straight into the house.

"Are you really sure?"

Franz asked again, but Ritz could only shrug.

"Follow me."

The man beckoned to the three of them, who had stopped in their tracks, from a little further ahead. It felt strange, but they followed the man. Without meeting anyone, the man arrived in front of a certain room and once again opened the door without knocking.

"Now, wait here."

It seemed to be a reception room.

"Is it okay to just walk in?"

Ritz tried asking just in case, but the man just smiled gently.

"It's fine, just sit down and wait."

Reluctantly, he did as he was told, lowering Anna onto the sofa before plopping down himself. He slowly rotated his shoulders a few times. Anna wasn't heavy, but carrying her on his back for a long time made his shoulders stiff.

Anna, too, seemed to have stiffened up from being carried on his back, and she stretched widely.

After confirming this, the man closed the door and left.

After loosening his shoulders, Ritz leaned back against the rather firm sofa and looked around the room. In terms of size, it was about half the size of the dining hall at the 'Goddess's Palm Inn'.

Beyond the sofa set, there was a large desk with its back to the window, piled with documents. Most of the room was taken up by what seemed to be documents and books. One entire wall was a bookshelf.

He squinted to read the spines and saw titles like 'Resident Register,' 'Herb Shipment Records,' and 'Herb Field Ledger.' The books were almost all related to herbs.

"With so many important documents here…"

Franz's mutter was the same question Ritz and Anna had.

"If a bad person came here, they could read them, couldn't they?"

Anna muttered, tilting her head. Even the world-ignorant Anna seemed to have that much common sense.

"It just means this village is that peaceful."

Just as Ritz said that and stretched widely again, the door opened abruptly without a knock. He turned to see the same man from before standing there, holding a tray with tea. At least he wasn't in his farm clothes anymore.

He was wearing a clean brown shirt and linen-colored trousers. It wasn't a big change, but he seemed to have at least straightened his sparse hair.

"Sorry to keep you waiting. Here, have some."

With that, the man served tea to the three of them and then plopped down opposite them. He didn't leave, just watched the three of them drink their tea.

It was a strange feeling, but they drank their tea in silence for a while. After a while, unable to stand it any longer, Ritz spoke up.

"Mister, sorry, but we came to see the village chief, Nors Glaive. If the chief is here, please call him."

At that, the man slowly stood up and sat at the desk in the reception room.

"Welcome. I am the village chief, Nors Glaive."

"WHAAAT!!"

Anna shouted in surprise. Ritz was so stunned he couldn't even speak. Franz was just utterly dumbfounded. They had never imagined that this man was the village chief.

"Surprised, are you?"

The village chief tilted his head in wonder.

"You should have just told us you were the village chief in the first place…"

Franz complained in a small, disgruntled voice, but the village chief paid him no mind. He stood up, sat down again in front of the sofa, and smiled gently.

"You didn't ask."

That was true. They had said they came to see the village chief, but they hadn't asked the man where the chief was, or if he was the chief. He glanced at Franz, who seemed to be at a loss for words, speechless.

"You're an important person, but you don't have any servants?"

When Anna asked, the village chief just laughed again.

"Even if I had servants, there's no work for them."

He seemed to be a thorough frugal. That was probably why the villagers liked him.

"That's amazing!"

Anna, who had lived a poor life where those who don't work don't eat, seemed genuinely impressed.

"So, you take care of all the vegetable fields yourself, chief?"

"Of course."

"You're a hard worker! I used to farm too!"

"Well, that's admirable."

Anna and the village chief began to talk warmly about farming. They started talking about harvest times and crop planting. At this rate, the conversation was going to veer off in a completely different direction.

"Hey, Anna."

He called her name in a low voice and poked her in the side. Still wanting to talk, Anna looked a little dissatisfied, but she seemed to remember their original purpose and fell silent.

"I'm Ritz Alster, this little one is Anna Myers, and this is…"

"I know, it's Franz Lucina-kun, the son of the Lord of Saradio, isn't it?"

Franz nodded reluctantly with a look of dissatisfaction. From the chief's tone, it was clear he remembered yesterday's events perfectly. His eyes immediately shifted from Franz to Ritz.

This was awkward. But hesitating wouldn't get them anywhere. Ritz cleared his throat and finally got to the main point.

"Chief Glaive, I heard from Morris-san that you were there last night?"

The chief's face finally turned serious and he nodded. But his eyes always seemed to be smiling, so his face couldn't become completely stern.

"Yes, I was. You, Ritz-kun, seemed like a rather scary person, but you seem quite kind."

Being told that was embarrassing. He wasn't embarrassed to act that way in front of complete strangers, but being told that while being his normal self made him feel out of place.

"Ahahahaha."

He laughed for no reason and scratched his head. In times like these, it was best to play it off. It was Franz who took over for Ritz. The first thing they had to do was cancel the contract and return the money. This was Franz's responsibility.

"We made that contract with the merchants as a pretext to make them leave this village. We don't need the villagers' signature."

"Why is that?"

"Because this is a contract with the merchants. It has nothing to do with the villagers."

"But your promise to get the herbs back still stands, does it not?"

The chief's tone was polite but firm as he said this to Franz. It was supposed to be Franz persuading him, but from the sidelines, it looked like Franz was being pushed back and was at a considerable disadvantage.

"The Roubaix couple saved our lives. We intend to help the village for free as thanks. Therefore, we have no need to receive a request fee from the chief. Please cancel the contract."

Franz said this earnestly, though his face was expressionless, but the village chief just shook his head.

"No, no, I will not cancel the contract. My desire to save the people of this village is genuine."

The village chief looked back at Franz with eyes that held a firm resolve. Franz flinched back as if pushed. *This guy is stubborn,* Ritz thought with a wry smile.

"There's nothing I can do, so at the very least, I've invested in you all… is that not acceptable?"

"But then…"

Completely defeated, Franz muttered something under his breath. For Franz, who was not good at talking to people, he was doing his best, but the village chief was one or two steps ahead.

As Franz tried to say something again, the chief, after a moment of thought, gestured for him to stop and spoke with a soft smile.

"Alright, let's cancel the contract."

Franz's face showed relief as he took out the contract.

"Then, please cross out this name with two lines from a pen."

The village chief complied obediently. After confirming that the name had been removed from the contract, Franz returned the contract fee he had brought, still in its bag.

"So the contract is now cancelled."

The village chief took the bag and looked at it intently, then began to write something on it. He seemed to be writing for a long time, but since Franz was having a bit of trouble putting the contract away in his bag, no one paid it any mind.

Just as he finished putting it away, the chief, having also finished writing something, nodded in satisfaction. As everyone watched, the chief spoke words that were surprising.

"Well then, shall we make a new contract?"

"What?"

Franz, who had finally turned to face him, asked back, his eyes wide with surprise.

"What about?"

The village chief placed the bag containing the contract fee on the table and slid it toward Ritz. Ritz caught the envelope with one hand before it could fall.

"I am hiring you. Personally."

Franz put a hand to his forehead and let out a big sigh.

"That's why I said it's fine for free."

"Just look at the bag."

Everyone's eyes gathered on the envelope the village chief was pointing at. Ritz, who was holding it, picked up the bag he had just received. The chief's fluent handwriting was on it.

'I, Nors Glaive, chief of Tushil village, hereby entrust the entire investigation and resolution of the Arlie theft case to Ritz-kun, Anna-kun, and Franz-kun. Upon resolution of the case, this envelope is to be brought to the village-run herb shop. Herbs will be provided at a service price for the amount enclosed.'

"It's simple, but my signature is there. It'll work as a contract, won't it?"

"But…"

The chief shook his head, stopping Franz from saying anything more.

"I have made a contract. Even if you return that money, I will set aside your share at the herb shop. Whether you take it or let it rot… that is your choice. But wouldn't it be a waste to let it rot, Franz-kun?"

Franz looked at Ritz in confusion. Ritz could only give a wry smile. At this point, all they could do was accept the request.

"Understood. We'll accept the chief's request. In fact, we can't exactly travel without herbs."

At Ritz's words, the chief seemed visibly relieved. This must have been the best strategy he could think of. To be refused after going this far would be awkward, and perhaps even rude.

"Well, well, Ritz-kun, from what I heard yesterday, you seem quite experienced, so I thought I shouldn't let you get away. My old heart was pounding, wondering if you'd accept my shallow thinking."

The chief stood up laughing and offered his right hand to Ritz.

"Don't give me so many herbs I can't carry them. We're not running a peddling business here."

Ritz also stood up and shook his hand with his own right hand while making a lighthearted joke. Franz and Anna also took turns shaking the chief's hand. The contract was made.

"Well then, now that the contract is settled, shall we get down to business?"

Ritz and the others sat down on the sofa again, ready to listen. Canceling the contract was the main pretext for coming here, but their real purpose was to gather information from the village chief. The chief also straightened his posture with a serious face.

"First, I'd like to ask about the night the Arlie in this village disappeared."

At Ritz's question, the chief looked up as if in thought.

"I didn't notice a thing. As far as I know, there were no gusts of wind, tornadoes, or anything of the sort."

This was the same as the Roubaix couple.

"Then, did you see any suspicious individuals?"

"I didn't see anyone on that day. But, it was about a week before the Arlie disappeared. A so-called surveyor came to my place."

The village chief's story was as follows.

About a week before the harvest, on a fine, sunny day, three men appeared before the village chief. Each of them carried a strange object.

One was a short man, holding a transparent glass bottle, which he cradled in both hands as if it were precious. Another was a slender man, holding many transparent stakes about thirty centimeters long and a hammer to drive them in. The other was a well-built man, carrying what looked like a tripod used for surveying, and writing utensils.

"We've come from the Royal Capital Sears. We must investigate the quality of this year's herbs and report to the king. Please allow us to measure the size of the herb fields."

The well-built man holding the tripod-like object said this with a kind-looking face. The village chief, thinking that if it was the king's order, such things might happen, casually agreed and guided the men to the fields.

Then, the men drove in the transparent stakes and placed the bottles on them one by one. Of course, next to them, they were also doing something that looked like measuring with their surveying tools. The village chief thought it was strange, but he assumed that the Royal Capital had started using an advanced surveying method, so he didn't even ask.

After the men left the village, he had completely forgotten about the surveyors. The transparent stakes had apparently been left there even after the men left.

"It wasn't until recently that I realized those men were suspicious. Thinking back, they said they were surveying the herbs, but they didn't show any interest in the leaves at all."

The village chief said all this at once. It was certainly strange. If they were to investigate the total herb harvest, they should have checked the quality of the leaves in addition to surveying. Also, the necessary equipment for surveying was not being used.

"Chief, those men weren't carrying a rather long pole, were they?"

At Ritz's question, the village chief nodded.

"They're fakes. We've been had."

Franz and Anna, not understanding the meaning of Ritz's mutter, looked at each other in confusion.

"Ritz, I don't get it."

Ritz explained to Anna.

"Uh, basically, there's a thing that looks like a tripod with a peephole, and you put a pole where you want to measure and see how it looks… probably…"

Though he rattled it off in a rush, Ritz, not being a civil engineer or a surveyor, was of course not an expert on such matters. But he had seen surveying scenes here and there, not just in this country. It was a method where a man with a tripod looked at another man holding a pole taller than himself. Even the well-traveled Ritz didn't know of any other method.

"…So it is. I finally realized it a few days ago and went to the field to pull out the glass stakes, but for some reason, every single one of those transparent stakes had been shattered to pieces."

"Shattered to pieces…?"

A glass stake… if it was something that could create a wind strong enough to rip off Arlie leaves, what could it be? It couldn't be glass.

"Something transparent that creates wind… huh."

Ritz put a hand to his chin and thought. Come to think of it, he had seen something like that somewhere recently…

"Ah!"

Ritz and Anna cried out at the same time.

"Anna, get it out, the bow and arrow!"

Yes, the crystal bow and arrow that Anna had. When shot into the sky, it could create a defensive wall of wind power. It was a magic-infused bow and arrow that amplified Anna's weak wind power many times over.

"I didn't bring it!"

"Of course you didn't!"

She was injured, and there was no way he would have let Anna, who was supposed to be immobile, carry such a thing. As the two of them played dumb, Franz stood up with a sigh.

"I'll go get it."

"You? I'd be faster."

Usually, Ritz was the one to do the physical work. Franz was reluctant to move. But Franz shook his head and quickly left the room.

"What's with him?"

He tilted his head and looked around the room. Thinking the conversation was over, Anna and the village chief had started talking cheerfully.

"That in the garden is carrots, isn't it? It snows quite a bit here, doesn't it? Do they become snow carrots?"

"Oh, you know your stuff."

"Yes. It's colder in Vishnu than here, so storing winter vegetables under the snow is common practice."

"I see. You're from Vishnu! How are the crops in Vishnu?"

"Well, in Vishnu, as for leafy vegetables…"

The two of them were getting unusually excited about agriculture. Ritz didn't think he could keep up with this atmosphere. There was no need to force himself into the conversation, so he watched from a distance and felt he understood why Franz had gone back to get the tools so quickly.

He must have figured he couldn't stand this overwhelming torrent of agriculture talk. Even if he hurried, it would take Franz over thirty minutes to get back.

Being left alone between these two during that time was tough. Ritz wasn't interested in turnip cultivation, the use of icehouses, methods for preventing waterways from freezing, or how to preserve straw in cowsheds. And all of it was being discussed with a high level of excitement, as if it were the most enjoyable thing in the world.

Just as his ears, which were larger and heard better than normal, were getting tired of the two's conversation, a breathless Franz returned. In his hand was Anna's arrow.

"Here!"

He handed the quiver to Anna while catching his breath.

"Thanks."

Anna said thanks and took out the wind arrow from the quiver. It was transparent and looked like glass, but since it was made of crystal, it had a faint glow.

"Yes, this is it. It looked just like this!"

The village chief said as he took the bow and arrow. There was no mistake; the culprit had used that crystal stake to create wind. They probably used a wind spirit. But how?

"I see, so things like this exist in the world. Can anyone use it?"

When the village chief asked, Anna shook her head.

"They say only a spirit user can use it. Maybe Franz could use it too?"

Anna cheerfully handed the arrow to Franz, but he shook his head.

"I have my hands full with my own flames. I'll leave it to Anna."

"Really?"

As Anna put the arrow away, Nors's eyes widened.

"Are you a spirit user?"

"Yes."

The village chief nodded several times and looked at Anna's face.

"To be so young, that's amazing."

To the deeply impressed Nors, Anna just laughed.

"Even if I'm young, I'm already thirty years old, you know."

"What did you say?"

"I'm some kind of race, apparently. I don't know what, though."

To the shyly smiling Anna, Nors seemed even more surprised. After letting out a deep, troubled sigh, Nors's eyes narrowed nostalgically, and he murmured reflectively.

"Come to think of it, I met a member of the Spirit Clan once, a long time ago."

"The Spirit Clan?"

Anna looked at Ritz, but he just tilted his head. The Spirit Clan never left the forest. Especially now, the only members of the Spirit Clan to come out of Ciedena Forest would be Ritz, his father Karl, and his mother Ciela. Considering that, the person the village chief met was probably Ritz's father, Karl.

"It was about forty years ago. I was just a little kid."

Perhaps he had some memory of it, as Nors's eyes narrowed even further. If he knew that Ritz was from the Spirit Clan, he would probably be even more moved, so Ritz kept quiet. He also signaled to Anna with his eyes to stay quiet. For a change, it seemed to get through, as Anna didn't say a word.

Ritz had the village chief show him the field where the men had set up their suspicious contraptions. He hoped this would lead to something…

"Thank you, chief. We're going to go take a look at the fields now."

Ritz stood up with Anna on his back.

"Alright, let's go to the scene!"

"Yeah! Let's go, Franz!"

Compared to the energetic two, Franz, who had just come back from a full sprint, let out a lone sigh.

"…Try to be a little more considerate of me…"

Of course, he would ignore that mutter. Even if he had silenced the merchants, if days went by, their complaints would surely rise.

Then they would be back to square one. They had to catch the culprit as quickly as possible and, if it was still safe, get the Arlie back.

Leaving Nors's house, they walked to find a place where they could see the entire communal farm they had just passed by. The communal farm was on a high ground where the river forked, and it spread out in terraced fields toward the village.

Most of it was ravaged, and even to the amateur Ritz, it was clear that the situation was dire.

"Man, this is even worse than I heard."

Just as he had heard, the fields were in a terrible mess. It certainly looked like the aftermath of a strong gust of wind.

"To do something like this when they're working so hard to grow it is unforgivable!"

Anna the farmer was furious. If Anna's fields had been subjected to such a thing by someone's malice, the culprit would not have gotten away with it.

"The other fields seem to be fine."

Franz, still catching his breath, said this calmly. Around the devastated fields, herbs that had grown in their natural state swayed in the gentle wind, unharvested.

Since there was no Arlie to mix them with, they had probably been left unharvested. Not only the Arlie, but also the herbs being unusable was a huge loss.

"Anyway, let's search around the fields."

At Ritz's suggestion, Franz nodded and started walking with his head down. He was looking for signs of the stakes being driven in. In any case, just standing here wouldn't accomplish anything.

"Now, what to do with you."

Ritz spoke to Anna on his back. With the poison still in her system, he would have preferred her to stay put. But he was also well aware that she wouldn't listen to such a request. As expected, Anna began to struggle on Ritz's back.

"Put me down! I want to search too!"

"Listen, have you forgotten you're injured?"

As Ritz complained while being kicked in the back, Anna wrapped one arm around his neck, lifted her upper body, and peered into his face.

"I'm fine! I look fine, don't I!?"

"That's dangerous! I'll drop you!"

"I don't care if you drop me! I want to search too!"

Her eyes were serious, and it didn't look like she would accept any of Ritz's persuasion. Since running into the incident in Tushil, he had realized that Anna was quite stubborn and wouldn't budge once she had made up her mind.

"Stubborn…"

He said it under his breath, but Anna heard him clearly. The distance between them was just too close.

"I'm not stubborn! There are people in trouble, and they helped us, so it's wrong not to do anything!"

"That's true, but I've judged that it's better for you not to move."

"I can judge my own body! I'm not a child!"

Anna declared in a tone reminiscent of her time as a caretaker at the orphanage. She certainly wasn't a child in terms of age. But from Ritz's perspective, who had lived five times as long as Anna, she was a child.

"From my perspective, you're more than enough of a child."

"From your perspective, even the village chief is a child!"

"You…"

This was an opponent he couldn't seriously persuade. Ritz was once again amazed by Anna's stubbornness. It didn't seem like any amount of coaxing or wheedling would convince her this time.

With a sigh, Anna forcibly slid off Ritz's back and stood in front of him. The eyes that looked straight up at Ritz were clear and unwavering, without a single cloud of doubt or hesitation.

"What I can do, I want to do myself! I will absolutely not forgive the person who did such a terrible thing."

At the strength of her straight, justice-filled eyes, Ritz thought of a nostalgic friend and fell silent.

Even if she was a child, even if she was ignorant of the world, a person who could run straight down the path she believed in was a dazzling existence to Ritz.

He knew that no matter how much he struggled, he could never reach that side.

And he was no match for a person with eyes like these.

In that case, he had no choice but to yield. Ritz let out a big breath and scratched his head.

"Alright, alright. I'll let you help."

"Really!?"

"Yeah. But in exchange, you absolutely must not overdo it. If you collapse, Franz will feel responsible again, and I'll feel responsible for forgetting the herbs. And I'm especially entrusted with you by Priest Anton, you know?"

"Ah… right."

"So if you start to feel tired, just take a nap or something. I'll carry you back to the inn."

"Thanks, Ritz!"

Anna's eyes lit up happily. When they shone in the light, her emerald eyes sparkled as if reflecting the sunlight. Compared to Ritz when he had just set out on his journey, their ignorance of the world was common, but this forward-looking, straightforward attitude was the complete opposite.

Ritz gave a wry smile and scratched his head. He thought he had taken on a burden, but this might be a rather interesting existence in its own way. It was interesting to watch someone like this, who was his complete opposite.

"I'm definitely going to find the culprit! On my pride as a farmer!"

"Pride as a farmer, huh…"

"Yep! I'm going this way."

Anna, who looked fine at first glance, took a step forward and suddenly stumbled. It was no wonder, since it was the first time she had stood up in two days. Ritz instinctively reached out a hand.

But Anna endured without taking Ritz's hand. She probably knew that if she fell here, she would be carried on Ritz's back again.

After planting her feet firmly for a while, Anna let out a small breath. It seemed she was enduring the numbness in her body.

"See, I'm fine, right?"

Anna smiled, looking confident. Anna's guts were incredible. Still, it would probably be best to keep an eye on her.

"Well then, let's search."

In a tone that suggested he wasn't paying attention to Anna, Ritz turned his back to her. A little ahead, Franz was walking slowly with his back bent low. The transparent stakes were said to have shattered, so all they could do was search for the fragments.

So that Anna wouldn't have to walk as much, Ritz walked far ahead at a brisk pace. This way, the remaining Anna would have no choice but to search the surrounding area. This kind of consideration, Anna probably wouldn't notice.

Ritz went down the hill quite a way, then turned back to confirm the figures of Anna and Franz and sighed. In this vast field, searching for the shattered fragments of a thirty-centimeter-long transparent stake was no easy task.

For now, he was grateful that Nors had limited it to 'around the field,' so they didn't have to go inside.

Despite spending a considerable amount of time, they couldn't find a single fragment. Thinking about it, it had been over two weeks since it had shattered. The wind would have blown in that time, and the soil would have been churned up, so it was unlikely that the transparent fragments would be visible to the naked eye.

As the sun began to set and the autumn wind blew cold against the three of them, Ritz finally gave up. Being tall, bending over was hard labor.

"Break time!"

He tapped his lower back with his hand and returned to the starting point, where Franz returned with a similarly exhausted look on his face. Anna also returned and sat down on the grass.

"We can't find it."

Anna, her energy from earlier now halved, muttered.

"If only we had some kind of clue."

Franz, sitting on the grass with his legs thrown out, muttered blankly.

"A clue, huh…"

Ritz also sat down next to Anna and Franz and looked up at the sky. The eastern sky was beginning to darken. They would have to give up for today. Just as he thought that, he had an idea.

"Say, your arrow, it can use the power of the wind spirit, right?"

He asked Anna the thought that had just occurred to him.

"Yeah. It's made of a material that the wind spirits love, so they lend me a little power. I'm a water spirit user and can't use wind power, so it's pretty convenient."

"Right. But, do you think it's possible to search for traces of the wind spirit with that arrow?"

For a moment, Anna's mouth hung open with a stunned expression. It seemed she hadn't even considered it.

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"You said before that this arrow is like a snack for the spirits, right? If there was a spirit user behind this incident who used this, then the spirit here would have been a wind spirit."

"Yeah."

"Then, can't you do something to interact with the wind spirit with that arrow? If there's still a wind spirit here, I think it would react."

At Ritz's suggestion, both Anna and Franz were staring blankly with their mouths open. Since they were both apprentice spirit users, they might not know much about spirit magic.

Ritz himself, on the other hand, was from the Spirit Clan, specialists in manipulating spirit magic. He couldn't use or even see spirits himself, but he had a wealth of knowledge from watching his father and mother.

"Can you do that?"

Anna looked at him, her large eyes widening even further.

"Who knows. If it doesn't work, we're done for the day. We'll just head back to the inn before dinner. But it doesn't cost anything to try, right?"

When he said it lightly with a cheerful smile, Anna also smiled back.

"You're right! We might find something, so we should try, right!?"

"Yeah. Nothing to lose."

"Yep!"

Her energy restored, Anna stood up and looked down at the view below. Ritz casually glanced in that direction as well and saw that the entire field could be seen from here.

"Umm, first, I'll get this wind arrow ready…"

Muttering, she took the wind arrow from the quiver, stuck it into the ground with both hands, and quietly folded her hands in front of her chest. She took a deep breath and prayed quietly.

"O wind spirit, who governs song and harmony… and freedom, reveal your form before me."

It seemed quite different from her usual abbreviated prayer.

"So you're not going with, 'Mr. Wind Spirit, please tell me where you are!' huh."

At the prayer, which was different from usual, Ritz couldn't help but mutter. It seemed to have reached his ears, as Franz shrugged.

"Anna is a water spirit user. She can't normally use wind spirits, so she has to be formal."

"I see."

"Even I… can only use fire…"

Franz muttered under his breath. Recently, Franz had become able to create small balls of fire as long as there was something to act as a medium, like a lamp.

He had also reached the point where he could light a torch with a thought. He could produce a small flame from his palm and send it flying, but his control was laughably bad.

As for whether Franz's skills would be useful on their journey, they were convenient for various things like cooking, starting fires, and lighting lamps.

Simply put, he was a human ignition device. Still, it was more effective than setting his own house on fire.

"It's frustrating."

The words Franz had just muttered caught his ear. He glanced over and saw that he was looking at Anna with envy.

Ritz also watched Anna. Praying before the arrow stuck in the ground, she looked like a fine spirit user from this angle.

But after waiting for a while, there was no reaction at all.

"Guess it was no good after all."

Just as Ritz said this to Franz in a low voice, a small whirlwind occurred. In the direction the wind passed, a faint light could be seen.

But the light was flickering, on the verge of disappearing.

"Over there, Franz."

"Huh? Me?"

"Of course. Even if there was a spirit, I can't see it."

"…Right."

Franz took a small breath, stood up, and headed toward the light at a brisk pace. While seeing him off, Ritz checked on Anna, who was concentrating so hard that a light sweat had broken out on her forehead.

She looked to be in a lot of pain. Maybe he had pushed her too hard after all. But Franz, who had reached the source of the faint light, raised his voice.

"It's a dying Aerial!"

Franz was holding something in his palm up for them to see. But to Ritz's eyes, it was just a faint, pale light that blended into the darkening night.

He knew that Aerials had a girlish appearance, and their delicate bodies, which could be held in both hands, were transparent and slightly greenish. They were the spirits his mother Ciela favored, and as a child, Ritz remembered having his hair whipped up and things in his hands blown away by their various pranks.

Perhaps a little excited, Franz returned here at a jog. In his hand was a faint light. It must be an Aerial.

"Ritz, Anna. It's not moving."

Franz looked at his palm with concern. Normally, an Aerial was a wind spirit of lower rank than the Sylph of the four great elements, with a girlish appearance and a lively personality that loved freedom.

For it to not be moving was no small matter. Spirits normally disappeared, but they did not die. If it was so weak, it was a wonder it had lasted this long without disappearing.

"Is it okay…"

"I can't tell. Anna, we found it. It's an Aerial."

When Ritz called out, Anna took the arrow and came over to the Aerial with a slightly more unsteady gait than before. Anna, too, looked at the Aerial, her face clouding with worry.

"Franz, this child isn't dead, right? What can we do to make it better…"

The two spirit users looked at each other in confusion, apparently having no idea what to do. But Ritz knew the solution.

"It's probably about to run out of power. Spirits don't die, but they disappear if they use up all their power."

"Then, what should we do?"

To the desperate Anna who wanted to save the Aerial, Ritz answered simply.

"There's nothing to do but share your power."

Franz and Anna were even more confused after hearing the answer.

"How?"

"It's a type of healing magic. You share the power you use to handle spirits with this spirit."

"Share?"

"Yeah. Apparently, you pour the power you use when handling spirits into the spirit itself."

Even as he explained it himself, Ritz gave a wry smile. He could put it into words, but for Ritz, who couldn't even see spirits, it was something he couldn't do at all.

"Well, only Anna can probably do it. Your specialty is healing magic, after all."

"Yeah!"

"But it's different from healing a wound. You have to give it a similar wind power. And that's where we try using this arrow."

Ritz took out Anna's arrow again. This arrow could use the power of wind. Whatever spirit he used, it would change that power into wind. In that case, he just had to touch the Aerial with this arrow and cast a healing spell.

Anna, having heard the explanation, happily took the bow and arrow.

"I'll try it!"

Confidently, Anna touched the tip of the bow and arrow to the Aerial and held the back herself. She chanted a healing spell as usual.

The wind arrow gave off a faint glow, but the light didn't seem to be flowing into the Aerial. And on the caster Anna's forehead, large beads of sweat were forming.

This must be her limit. But if this continued, the Aerial would disappear. It was faint, but it was a pity to lose something that could be evidence.

"Franz, share your spirit power with Anna. That's the only way she can use it."

"What…?"

"The wind arrow doesn't choose the spirit user's attribute. In that case, you should be able to share your spirit power with the Aerial too."

"…But I can't use healing magic."

"Anna can take care of that part."

"Huh?"

Ritz explained to the confused Franz and Anna.

"You just concentrate on pouring the power you use to control spirits into the Aerial from over the wind arrow. Anna, you hold the center of the arrow and distribute that power into healing magic."

"Can you do that?"

Anna stared at Ritz and asked. The only thing he could do for Anna was to nod confidently. After all, Ritz had the knowledge of a spirit user but none of the skill.

"Franz, let's try it!"

Anna, who seemed to have no energy left to stand, urged Franz on strongly. Franz also nodded and reached for the wind arrow.

"It's been around since the day of the incident without disappearing, so its life force is strong. It's worth a try."

He was just saying it since he wasn't doing anything himself, but the two who were told nodded with stiff faces. They both knew well that there was no other way but to try it.

Their hands were placed on the arrow, and Anna's prayer began. Franz desperately gripped the arrow and prayed under his breath.

Desperate sweat beaded on both their foreheads. Ritz, who had no spirit power, couldn't tell how the two of them were pouring their power in.

But he could feel that it was difficult.

He found himself thinking that if he had spirit power, he could help. For Ritz, who was born into the Spirit Clan but couldn't use spirit magic, it was a deep-seated complex.

The black hair tied back was also a kind of good luck charm, in the hopes that he could see spirits like his mother, a skilled spirit user.

After a while, Franz looked up as if he had noticed something. His gaze wandered slightly. Then Franz put his hand to his chest and took something out. It was glowing in his hand. From its size, it looked like Franz's jewel.

Instantly, Franz's concentration increased. His restless eyes closed, and the wind arrow began to fill with light. The naturally overflowing power seemed to be flowing through his touched hand to Anna.

Eventually, Anna opened her eyes and slowly offered a prayer.

"O water spirit who governs healing. Share the spirit power flowing within me with the Aerial and grant it healing."

The faintly glowing light suddenly flared up. Anna desperately supported herself while sending power, and Franz continued to concentrate intently.

Eventually, Anna released her hand from the Aerial and gently tapped Franz's hand. Franz returned to his senses at that.

"It seems to be okay now…"

Anna said with a smile, and then, with that smile still on her face, she fell forward. For someone who had been bedridden until yesterday, it must have been too much of a major technique.

Before she hit the ground completely, Ritz caught Anna. Her face was satisfied, and it was clear the spell had been successful. On top of being stubborn, she had the skill to pull it off. Ritz was amazed by Anna.

This one was going to be something big.

"Good work."

Anna, who had lost consciousness, was lifted by Ritz. If he carried her on his back, she would probably fall off.

"You too, good work. You did well."

"…Somehow…"

Franz fell onto his back on the spot. He would need a short break. Ritz also sat down on the spot, still holding Anna.

Franz, lying on his back, muttered.

"It was there…"

"Hm?"

"It was inside me… the Fire Dragon…"

Franz covered his face with his arm.

"When I gripped the jewel, an image of rising flames came to me. The Fire Dragon said it was the source of my power. I was able to feel the power of the flames for the first time. The flames are inside me. It's not something you command from outside…"

After saying all that in one breath, Franz fell silent again. The autumn wind blew cold against his cheeks. Franz's golden hair also swayed in the wind.

"I'm glad. I can use spirits properly…"

At Franz's single phrase, he realized. Since burning down his house with the Fire Dragon, Franz had only been able to light small fires, like a match. He had probably been feeling anxious that he didn't have the talent of a spirit user after all.

But now, as a spirit user, he had been able to save an Aerial. That would surely lead to his confidence and growth as a spirit user.

Ritz looked at Franz, who was still dazed with his arm over his face, and the unconscious Anna, and his eyes narrowed. Both of them were properly facing forward toward their goals. That straightforwardness was something Ritz didn't have now, so it felt dazzling.

Compared to these two, he could see how lazy he was. Ritz had been refusing to look forward.

Since that time he had parted with his friend.

But watching these two, he somehow felt like he wanted to look forward a little more. He even felt like he could relax a little more.

A journey with no destination, a long journey ahead. But he hoped that during this journey, he could also enjoy himself.

"For now, shall we head back to the inn?"

"Yeah."

Franz stood up unsteadily. He carefully lifted the small, shining light and nodded toward Ritz.

"I'll bring the Aerial back too."

"Right. Just meeting the Aerial is a big score."

Ritz stood up, still holding Anna. She was completely unconscious. He couldn't have her condition worsening, so it was best to just toss her in bed at the inn. He happened to look at Franz and saw him gently touching the light in his hands.

"What are you spacing out for? I'm leaving you behind."

"I'm coming!"

Just as the sun began to set, a beautiful sunset spread across the western sky. It seemed they had just barely made it by dusk. From tomorrow, it would be a search for the culprit based on this clue they had finally obtained.

Walking back to the 'Goddess's Palm Inn,' Ritz had a thought and looked at Franz.

"What?"

"To be honest, I didn't think you'd actually be able to send power to Anna."

When he said it quietly, Franz nodded with a serious face.

"…I didn't think so either."

His attitude was strangely meek, but Ritz sensed that he was a little proud of it.

"And Anna, too. She was able to send power to the Aerial. That's a pretty advanced technique, so I honestly thought it was a long shot. You guys are amazing."

It wasn't something an apprentice spirit user could do. But by accumulating practical experience like this and not giving up, both of them would surely grow a lot. As a guardian, he was happy about that, and as a fellow traveler, even more so.

"I'm starving. I wonder what's for dinner tonight."

As if to cover up his own serious words, Ritz cracked his usual lighthearted joke.
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			The next morning, Anna was woken by a soft *tap, tap, tapping* sound against her window.

"What's that noise…"

She mumbled in a sleepy daze before she finally registered where she was.

"Oh, a bed."

She had no memory of walking back on her own yesterday. The last thing she remembered was tapping Franz on the shoulder when he had been so tense he couldn't see what was around him. It seemed she had collapsed right there.

*Come to think of it, I remember feeling incredibly sleepy at that moment.*

And yet, the time had flown past evening and into the next morning. She had another blank spot in her memory. On top of that, she was in a bed at the Goddess's Palm Inn.

That meant Ritz must have carried her again. She had selfishly insisted he put her down and that she would help, but in the end, Ritz had saved her. She was all talk.

What’s more, she was frustrated to have missed out on one of Philia’s delicious meals.

"I'm so useless."

At this rate, Ritz might think of her as a burden again. She wanted to be helpful, but nothing seemed to be going right.

Still, her mind and body both felt quite refreshed now, and she didn't feel weak like she had yesterday. It was probably because she had slept so well. Indeed, sleep was the best medicine.

When she moved her arms and legs slightly, the faint, numb sensation from yesterday was gone. Lifting them, she felt no stiffness at all. It seemed the poison was no longer in her system.

Now she could really move again. If she was going to be useful, it would have to start today.

As she secretly steeled her resolve in bed, she heard the tapping sound at the window again. Remembering that it was the sound that had woken her, she looked around the room to find its source.

The first thing she saw was Franz, fast asleep next to her as if he were dead. *He must have been exhausted after doing something he's not used to,* she thought. *If Franz had collapsed along with me, what would Ritz have done? It must have been tough for him.*

No matter how strong he was, carrying both Anna and Franz would be hard work.

"I wonder if Ritz is okay…"

She whispered to herself, then carefully slipped out of bed so as not to wake Franz and tiptoed toward the window. Perhaps in preparation for the coming winter, heavy curtains were drawn, leaving the room still dim. Anna opened them with both hands.

Dazzling morning light flooded the room through the lace curtains.

"Whoa… It's so bright…"

Anna, who had involuntarily squinted, noticed the lace curtains swaying gently. The window was shut tight, yet the curtains seemed to be fluttering in a breeze.

Looking closer, she realized something was moving inside the curtains. It was what was bumping against the glass, making the noise she'd been hearing.

Every time the small thing moved, the curtains rippled as if blown by the wind. The little creature was apparently trying to get outside, repeatedly bumping against the glass.

Anna realized what it was.

"An Aerial!"

Anna pulled back the lace curtains as well. There, shimmering in a transparent, faint green, was the Aerial. Its translucent body seemed as if it might dissolve into the morning light, looking like something you could touch but couldn't. And yet, when her fingertips drew near, she felt a faint breeze.

The Aerial danced in the air before her, tracing a circle. A small whirlwind ruffled Anna's bangs.

"Wow, you're all better!"

It wasn't often she got to see an Aerial this close. Aerials were inherently free-spirited wind spirits, and while Anna had often watched them from afar, she could never get near them.

When it came to the higher-ranking Sylphs, she couldn't even approach them. For Anna, a water spirit user, that was just the nature of wind spirits.

The Aerial stared at Anna with its wide, transparent eyes, and then seemed to say something to her.

"You… saved Aerial… you good person."

A whisper like a gentle breeze conveyed the message to her, haltingly. It seemed the spirit remembered her help from yesterday.

"'Good person,' you're making me blush!"

Anna laughed, embarrassed.

Human spirit users had established a hierarchy for spirits, and Aerials belonged to the lower ranks. They were said to have the intelligence of a three-year-old human child. They couldn't count, and basically perceived numbers as one, two, and a lot.

Even so, Anna could carry on a proper conversation with such a spirit. Her experience caring for the children at the orphanage wasn't for nothing. She prided herself on being able to talk even with toddlers who were just learning to speak.

"Ugh… Too bright…"

Franz, who had been dead asleep until now, let out a groan. He was not a morning person. When he woke up, his usual scowl was even more pronounced, and he was in a foul mood.

"Anna, a little warning before you open the curtains…"

Lacking the energy to even sit up, Franz simply ruffled his hair in irritation. His protest, however, didn't reach Anna's ears.

"Franz! Hey, hey, the Aerial is all better!"

Anna leaped onto the grumpy Franz's bed. With an overt display of irritation, Franz pulled the blanket over his head.

"Franz, hey, Franz!"

Desperate for him to see the recovered spirit, she got on top of the bed and grabbed the collar of his nightclothes, shaking him.

"I'm awake."

Franz growled in a deep voice. Then, he sluggishly sat up. The word 'grumpy' was written all over his face. But Franz was the only other person who could see the spirit and share in her joy, so she needed him to look.

"Franz, the Aerial, it's all better! Look, look!"

Getting a little impatient with his lack of interest, Anna kept shaking him by the collar. Franz's head and neck bobbed back and forth.

"Anna, just let go…"

When Franz groaned his request, she obediently let go. Then, Anna yanked his blanket off completely. That would surely wake him up for good.

Anna's plan worked perfectly, and Franz finally sat up on the bed. But he didn't look at her, instead groaning and pressing a hand to his forehead.

"Franz, the Aerial!"

She said excitedly, but Franz raised a hand to stop her and spoke in a low voice.

"Go get Ritz…"

"Oh, right!"

She'd completely forgotten. Just because he couldn't see spirits didn't mean he shouldn't be here. She had to share this joy with Ritz, too. After all, without Ritz's advice, they couldn't have saved the Aerial.

"Okay, I'll go wake him up!"

With that, Anna darted out of the room. With the same momentum, she flung open the door to the adjacent room.

"Ngh? What the…"

Ritz, apparently woken by the noise, groaned in a low, sleepy voice and pulled the covers over his head.

Ritz was an incredibly light sleeper on the road—so much so that Anna could never tell when he was sleeping or awake—but when he was at the church or staying at an inn, he was strangely hard to wake up.

"Good morning, Ritz!"

Seeing that Ritz had no intention of getting out of bed, Anna jumped on top of him with a burst of energy.

"Ugh! You!"

Ritz shouted in alarm. It looked like she had really startled him. But something wonderful had happened, and she had to tell him right away.

She straddled Ritz over the blankets and bounced up and down. The Aerial that had been on the verge of death yesterday was now full of life; there was nothing more wonderful than this.

"Good morning, Ritz! Listen, the Aerial, the Aerial!"

As Anna began to speak excitedly, Ritz poked his head out from under the covers and yelled with a disgruntled look on his face.

"Where do you think you're sitting?!"

"Huh? On your stomach?"

"I told you before, don't just jump into a man's room in the morning!"

"Oh, right. Hehe. I forgot."

"Honestly… And what do you think you're doing on top of me?"

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"…Look, I'm telling you now. A girl shouldn't be straddling a guy who's just woken up, in her nightclothes, all excited like this. Don't blame me if people get the wrong idea."

"The wrong idea?"

She had no idea what he was talking about. As she tilted her head in confusion, Ritz let out a deep, heavy sigh and muttered.

"Guess a little kid wouldn't get it."

"Calling me a little kid is one thing, but 'little kiddo' is just mean!"

"Argh, whatever! Just stop it, it's improper. Got it?"

"? …Okay."

"And when you wake me up, just call my name normally. I'm not Franz, I'll actually wake up."

Rolling the still-straddling Anna off him and onto the bed, Ritz got up and started to get dressed. Watching his back as he changed, Anna couldn't help but murmur reflectively.

"Ritz, you're really like a father."

At that one comment, Ritz's shoulders slumped. His hunched back made him look even older.

"I told you, stop with the 'father' thing. It makes me feel ancient."

"Hehe. Sorry."

Though he grumbled, Ritz quickly got ready as usual and came with Anna to her room. By that time, Franz had already changed as well.

It turned out that Anna, the one who had been making all the fuss, was the only one not ready.

"Get dressed *before* you come get us. You're a girl, aren't you?"

Ritz lectured her pointedly, as she was still in her nightclothes with her hair down.

*Even if Anton asked him to look after me, he doesn't have to treat me like such a child,* she thought to herself. But then she considered that if one of the kids from the orphanage did what she just did, she would definitely scold them.

When she really thought about it, she was in the wrong. She scurried to a corner of the room to change. Ritz and Franz paid her no mind, watching the Aerial instead. Once she was ready, Anna hurried over to them. The Aerial, which had been looking up at Franz, did a little spin, and the curtain fluttered.

It really did seem to have recovered.

"I'm so glad, Aerial. You're really all better."

When Anna smiled at the Aerial, it spun around again. The curtain swayed softly.

"Better."

"I was so worried."

As Anna conversed with the Aerial, Ritz, who had pulled over a chair from the bedside and sat down, let out a small sigh.

"I can see Water Dragons and Fire Dragons, though."

Noticing his disappointed tone, she turned to Ritz and stared into his eyes. His dark brown eyes held a trace of sadness. It hit her then—Ritz was a member of a spirit clan who possessed absolutely no spiritual power.

"You can't see the Aerial at all?"

"Can't even sense its presence. To someone who can't see spirits, a wind spirit is the same as not being there at all."

"Is that so?"

"Yeah. Those of us without spiritual power only know the wind is blowing because we can feel it, see the trees swaying, and hear the sound. We can't see the wind itself."

"…I see."

When the wind blew strongly, Anna would sometimes see Sylphs or Aerials mixed in, dancing at the forefront of the raging gales. Of course, there were times when there were no spirits in a normal breeze, but she could still sense the breath of life in it.

"Water Dragons, Fire Dragons, Earth Dragons… I can see them. They have physical forms. But spirits without physical forms, I can't see them."

"Right."

It was true; a Water Dragon was a mass of water, a Fire Dragon a mass of flame. She hadn't encountered any other dragons yet, but as Ritz said, she imagined an Earth Dragon would be visible.

"To someone who can't see spirits, even if a place is teeming with raging Sylphs, it's just a strong wind."

"I see."

For Anna, to whom seeing spirits was normal, Ritz's invisible world was almost mysterious. But did Ritz feel some kind of sadness about not being able to see them?

She wondered for a moment, but when she looked back into his eyes, the faint trace of loneliness that had been there was completely gone. Had she just imagined it?

"Sorry. Go on with your talk with the Aerial."

With a look that said he'd been rambling, Ritz gave a wry smile, shrugged, and prompted Anna to continue. She obediently followed his lead.

"So, Aerial, where did you come from?"

"Mountain."

"A mountain… But there are lots of mountains."

"Mountain, high, high, high mountain."

"I see… a mountain."

Perhaps losing patience with the slow conversation, Franz took over the role of questioner.

"Why did you come to this village?"

The Aerial tilted its head.

"Friends, many brought here. Aerial, did not want to come."

"How were you brought here?"

"Put in bottle. Aerial, scared, cannot escape."

"What's that? What's it saying?"

When Ritz asked, Franz spoke up.

"Apparently, it was put in a bottle and brought here from the mountains."

"Packed into a bottle…?"

"Yes."

"I see. So those are the bottles the village chief said the men were setting on stakes."

"Probably."

"Which means those men were lying about being from Sears. The mountains near Sears are reasonably high, but they aren't 'very high mountains.'"

"Really?"

"Yeah. If we're talking high mountains, it's probably the Central Mountain Range. The winds blowing down from the range can be pretty strong depending on the day. If you head towards the mountains from here along the highway, capturing an Aerial would be possible."

The Central Mountain Range Ritz mentioned was a massive mountain range towering even further north than Vishnu and the Ciedena Forest. This range stood in the center of the Eneonea Continent, dividing it into north and south.

Vishnu and Ciedena both belonged to the vast plateau that spread at the foot of this enormous mountain range. Saradio was located further south, down from the plateau.

"Then why would they mention the Royal Capital?"

Ritz shrugged in response to Franz's question.

"This far from the capital, they figured they could get away with some shady business by just saying it's the 'latest technology from Sears.' The village chief fell for it hook, line, and sinker."

"That's awful!"

As Anna fumed, Franz muttered in a low voice.

"But what if it really *is* the latest technology, and they're doing it on the King's orders? If they stole the herbs for some specific purpose, there's nothing we can do."

That was true. To Anna, the King was a being far beyond her reach; she didn't even know what kind of person he was. If the King had a reason, that reason would be beyond her comprehension.

As Anna got lost in thought and Franz's face grew serious, Ritz laughed as if he found it funny.

"No way that's happening. The King's not that kind of guy."

"But, but, he's the King! If it's true, we'd be in trouble, right?"

"That's why I'm saying it's fine. If it were him, he'd come out here himself instead of doing something like this."

"Huh…?"

Anna tilted her head, confused by Ritz's strangely familiar tone when speaking of the King. She seemed to recall him saying he worked as a mercenary and wasn't in this country much.

But Franz nodded as if he completely understood.

"If Ritz says so, then it must be true."

"Huh? Why?"

"The current king is an acquaintance of Ritz's, apparently."

"What?! Really?!"

She couldn't help but shout, and Ritz just scratched his head with a wry smile.

"Well, yeah. Haven't seen him in thirty-five years, but a person's personality doesn't really change, right?"

"Wow…"

Somehow, Ritz seemed like an incredible person. As she looked on in admiration, Ritz shrugged.

"Never mind about me. For now, we know everything the herb thieves said was a lie. And since they didn't come from Sears, they'll either head out to Saradio or the neighboring Glein Autonomous Region via the highway."

"Right."

The Glein Autonomous Region was the district next to Saradio. Anna knew the name, but not what it was like. She'd heard that if Saradio was a district thriving on commerce, Glein was a place known for agriculture and livestock.

"But they haven't gone to Saradio or Glein. The highways are watched by merchants, so there's no way they could have gone south to Sears. None of the merchants gathered here two days ago saw any of the herbs, either."

Ritz explained calmly, his gaze directed towards the Aerial he couldn't see. *The Ritz I know is just one part of him,* she thought. *He might know a lot more, and be keeping a lot of things to himself.*

"In other words, it's highly likely the herbs are still somewhere around here."

Ritz looked from Franz to Anna.

"Now it's up to you two to ask the Aerial if it has any clues."

"Okay!"

"Understood."

This was the main event. How had they managed to steal only the Arlie from this village?

"Aerial, how did you pick the Arlie leaves?"

At Franz's question, the Aerial trembled.

"Narrow, put inside, scary, scary."

The memory seemed to frighten it. As the Aerial trembled in fear, Anna coaxed the story out of it. Piecing it together, it seemed they were transferred from the bottle into a transparent stake. The number was unknown.

The Aerial couldn't count.

So that's why the men had been placing the bottles on the stakes one by one.

With every piece of information they coaxed out, the three of them compared notes. Ritz, who couldn't hear the Aerial's voice, skillfully facilitated the discussion.

Such was the wisdom of his years.

"And then what happened?"

"Wanted out, struggled, leaves, whirlwind, flew."

When it tried to get out, it must have unconsciously unleashed its power. That power affected the outside of the stake, not the inside. The stake might have the ability to amplify spiritual power outward.

"Then, what happened to the leaves?"

At Franz's words, the Aerial shook its head as if to say no. It was too frightened to speak. Anna stepped in between them. She had to calm the Aerial down.

"It's okay. It's not scary anymore. We're here."

"Scary, scary."

To the still-frightened creature, Anna spoke earnestly, trying to make it understand.

"Listen, if any scary guys come, we're actually really strong, so we'll beat them up! So, there's nothing to be afraid of."

"Scary, strong, don't understand."

"It's okay! We have someone who's strong in brute force, at least!"

She couldn't help but say that about Ritz, who couldn't see spirits. At her words, Ritz pouted, looking displeased.

"'Brute force, at least'… that 'at least' was unnecessary."

As she worked hard to persuade it, the Aerial seemed to calm down.

"Whirlwind, leaves, flew. Leaves, disappeared, don't know."

"The leaves flew away?"

"Power, taken."

"They extracted only the spiritual power from the spirit out of that stake, and used that power to make the leaves fly…"

Franz muttered.

"So, the Aerial was put inside that stake and had its spiritual power drained. That stake seems to be something that amplifies spiritual power outwards. Inside the stake, the Aerial went berserk, its power escaped, and it created a tornado in the Arlie field. The tornado, along with the Aerial's spiritual power, swept up the Arlie and disappeared somewhere… That seems to be what happened."

"I see…"

Ritz nodded in understanding and fell into thought. Anna and Franz waited quietly for the silent Ritz to speak. Eventually, Ritz looked up.

"Is there any connection between the crystal bottle the Aerial was in and the stake?"

"A connection?"

"Think about it. If they just wanted to make the Aerial go berserk, they could have captured it in an empty stake from the start. What was the point of putting it in a bottle?"

"Hmm. I wonder why."

"And where did the wind even go? If it just flew off in any random direction, they wouldn't be able to steal the Arlie."

"That's true…"

Anna crossed her arms and tilted her head. If they couldn't control where it went, there was no point in stealing it.

"You said its power went berserk inside the stake, right? Then why was it fine inside the bottle?"

At Ritz's words, Anna blinked. Come to think of it, it had said it was carried from the mountain in a bottle. If the mechanism was similar to the stake, it should have gone berserk and died.

"The fact that it arrived here safely means the bottle has a different role?"

Franz murmured.

"Even when it went berserk, it didn't disappear… Aerial, on the way here, did you struggle inside the bottle?"

"Confused, struggled, not tired."

At the Aerial's answer, Franz sank into thought.

"Even when it used its power, its power didn't decrease… so the power doesn't escape to the outside… I see."

Ritz nodded at Franz's whisper-like words. The two of them seemed to be on the same page. Feeling left out, Anna asked the two deep in thought.

"I don't really get it. Can you explain in detail?"

"The more power a spirit uses, the more exhausted and weaker it gets, but that didn't happen inside the bottle. In fact, just by going berserk once after being moved from the bottle to the stake, this Aerial was on the verge of death."

In place of the thoughtful Franz, Ritz explained. It was a little sad that Anna, a spirit user, couldn't understand something that Ritz, who wasn't, could grasp. But this was no time to feel down.

Then, a question suddenly popped into her head.

"The stake and the bottle are a set, right? Is there a way to use them together?"

"A way to create a synergistic effect by using them together, huh…"

Ritz grunted at Anna's question. At the same time, Franz let out a small sigh and fell into thought. Anna, who had voiced the question, found her own head growing more confused.

And how did the Arlie fit into all this?

As Anna worried and Franz held his head in his hands, Ritz spoke up. It seemed he'd thought of something.

"There's a stake that amplifies the spiritual power working inside and sends it outward, and there's a bottle that stores the power inside…"

"Huh?"

"What if the stake and the bottle call to each other?"

"Call to each other?"

As she stared at Ritz, he explained it in a way that was easy to understand.

"The stake has the effect of amplifying spiritual power, and the bottle has the property of collecting it. The stake and the bottle are connected by magical power, and the magic amplified by the stake is collected and stored in the bottle, don't you think? In other words, the Arlie leaves swept up along with the Aerial's power are drawn to the bottle that's absorbing the magic, heading straight for it. So, all the culprit has to do is wait with the bottle open, and the Arlie collected by the rampaging Aerial will fall right into their hands. That's the plan."

After Ritz finished, Anna was speechless. Franz seemed to be at a loss for words as well.

"…You guys get it?"

When Ritz asked, Anna nodded emphatically.

"Wow. You're amazing, Ritz, how do you come up with that?"

When she said that, thoroughly impressed, Ritz gave a wry smile.

"I haven't lived for a hundred and fifty years and come from a spirit clan for nothing. But hey, this is all just speculation, you know? Well, at this point, it's the only thing that makes sense."

Living a long life is an amazing thing, Anna thought, truly impressed. Since she would probably live a long time too, would she be able to gain as much knowledge as Ritz? As she was feeling impressed, Franz next to her sighed.

"It's just like the magically enchanted tools Master has. Though his are all failures."

He was probably talking about the junk he sold at the morning market. It was certainly labeled as a magical tool. Apparently, Orphe bought and sold those things all over, steadily increasing his collection.

In contrast to the thoughtful Franz, Ritz wore a carefree smile.

"Whether my guess is right or not, we'll find out when we check the criminals' hideout."

That was true, Anna thought, about to nod, when she suddenly remembered something important.

"Ritz, how are we going to find their hideout?"

"Ah, crap… right."

So engrossed in figuring out the magical tools, Ritz and Franz had completely forgotten about that. They collapsed in exhaustion, slumping over the mostly cleared table.

"Back to square one, huh."

Just as the three of them sighed, the Aerial, which had been silent and staring into the distance, spoke up abruptly.

"Aerial, knows smell. Knows bad guys."

The three of them exchanged glances, and the Aerial spoke as if it had made up its mind.

"Friends, not here, gone. Will help."

"Really?"

Franz's eyes went wide. He was probably surprised that a spirit would offer to help on its own. Ritz, who couldn't hear, guessed where the Aerial was and waited for Franz or Anna to explain.

"The Aerial said it will help us! It can tell by the smell, so it knows who the culprits are."

Anna answered in place of Franz, who was still staring at the Aerial. Finally seeing a sign that they might be able to solve the case, she couldn't help but feel excited.

*This means we can act immediately,* she thought, but as she eagerly started to stand up, Ritz, who had stood up first, gently tapped her on the head.

She looked up, wondering what was wrong. Ritz stretched languidly, then looked at her with a confident smile.

"Alright, let's take it easy today and start searching early tomorrow morning."

"Huh?"

The unexpected words made Anna stare at Ritz. It was still before breakfast, so the day had just begun. Just when they had found a clue, putting it off until tomorrow didn't sit right with her.

"We're not going now?"

Sharing Anna's sentiment, Franz looked at Ritz discontentedly. But Ritz, though smiling wryly, stubbornly refused to nod.

"But Ritz, I want to solve this as soon as possible! Everyone's in trouble!"

"I know that, of course."

"Then!"

As Anna pressed on, Ritz let out a deep sigh.

"Think about it. What if the ones who stole the Arlie are a formidable gang of thieves?"

"I'll do my best to get it back! Stealing is wrong, isn't it?"

If they didn't, no one could be happy, and she couldn't repay the Roubaixs for their kindness. The village chief was in trouble, too.

"What you're saying is right. The thieves are definitely in the wrong, and we're getting it back. But what if they're veterans? What good will it do for you two to go there when you haven't fully recovered your strength?"

Anna was at a loss for words. That was right. Where the Arlie was, there would undoubtedly be the people who stole it. But that didn't necessarily mean they had to fight.

Anna looked up at Ritz.

"Maybe they'll understand if we talk to them?"

"…Huh?"

"If we try our best to persuade them, maybe they'll understand and give the herbs back."

"…Are you serious…?"

Ritz groaned, dumbfounded.

"I am! Right, Franz, don't you think so too?"

She asked Franz emphatically, but he just sighed and shook his head slightly. It seemed he wasn't going to agree with her.

"Because there are no truly bad people in the world! I'm sure they had some reason, and if we talk to them, they'll understand."

Despite her impassioned plea, both Ritz and Franz fell silent with exasperated looks on their faces. Sure, stealing the herbs was wrong, but maybe there was a reason. If they sincerely repented, properly apologized to the villagers, and returned the Arlie, wouldn't that solve everything?

As she stared at Ritz and Franz, Ritz let out a big sigh and scratched his head.

"Your straightforwardness is a rare quality, but there are some things in this world that can't be settled that way, you know?"

Franz gave a small nod in agreement with Ritz's words and looked at Anna. It seemed they were both of the same opinion.

"But my adoptive father said that there are no truly bad people…"

Stared at by the two of them, Anna's voice of protest grew smaller. She had always believed that, and she wanted to keep believing it. But Ritz's eyes were quite stern, and it felt as though he was completely denying her belief.

Sometimes, Ritz exuded an intimidating presence that was almost frighteningly impossible to defy.

In the awkward silence, only the Aerial danced, creating a small whirlwind. The breeze occasionally rustled Anna's bangs.

It was Ritz who broke the long silence.

"Alright, I get it. Let's do this. When we encounter the thieves, you judge whether they're the kind of people you can persuade. If they don't listen and are just selfishly stealing the Arlie the villagers have treasured, then I'll settle it."

"…Settle it?"

"Yeah."

If she left it to Ritz, a mercenary, wouldn't things get scary?

"Um, Ritz… it won't get scary, right?"

Anna looked straight into Ritz's eyes. But his eyes were smiling softly, and she felt a sense of relief.

"Well, that's the plan. What would you do?"

"Huh…?"

"If a selfish gang of thieves who don't consider others ignore your warnings, what would you do?"

In that case, Anna's course of action was clear.

"If a bad child won't listen, they need to be disciplined. You have to teach them until they understand properly."

It was the same with the children at the orphanage. Very rarely, there would be a child who thought nothing of hurting others. With such a child, you had no choice but to take the time to teach them about other people's pain.

"Then it's settled. Get a good night's sleep today."

"Wha-what?!"

Somehow, the conversation had looped back to that, and Anna was dumbstruck. She felt like they had been talking about something different, so why had they returned to this point?

"It's no good if you collapse after using a big technique like you did yesterday. The enemy won't be concerned about you when you're down. If you're the one doing the punishing, you should be preserving your strength, right?"

"Ugh…"

She had no counterargument. It was perfectly logical, especially given the events so far. Anna had nothing left to object to.

"But, but, I want to see Philia and the others smile again soon…"

"Then should I go settle it myself? It'll be over in a flash."

Ritz said, mimicking the motion of drawing the sword he always carried on his back. Anna silently shook her head. She really didn't want things to get scary like that.

"Anna, Ritz is right. We should fully recover our strength first."

Franz shrugged and said. Anna reluctantly nodded.

Besides, if they met people who wouldn't listen to reason, they would end up fighting against humans. A person-to-person fight would be her first, so Anna had no idea what might happen or what the situation would be like.

To avoid getting in the way of the experienced Ritz, the best thing Anna and Franz could do was to get well so they wouldn't be a bother.

"Well, I'm going back to sleep, so don't wake me up."

Perhaps thinking the discussion was over, Ritz waved a hand dismissively and nonchalantly returned to his room without looking back.

Until now, Anna had somehow felt like she was on equal footing with Ritz, but his firm attitude left no room for argument.

As the door closed, the image of the greatsword on Ritz's back overlapped with his retreating figure, and a sense of fear slowly welled up inside her.

*Fighting humans.* Since the opponents were human, there was a chance of injuring them.

And maybe even something worse…

"Franz… what kind of job… is being a mercenary? It's different from the private mercenary group in Saradio, right?"

Anna still didn't know.

But Ritz was a man who had been a mercenary captain in the only place on the continent where a war was being fought.

"…A mercenary's job is to trade lives for money."

"Trade lives…?"

"That's right. They get paid to go to a battlefield and fight."

"A battlefield…"

Trading lives… meant killing people.

And that also meant Ritz had been in a situation where he could have been killed at any moment.

"Ritz doesn't seem like that kind of person at all."

"I agree. If anything, he seems more like a slightly air-headed traveling adventurer."

Just as Franz said, Anna couldn't possibly see Ritz as someone who had done such a job. This was especially true because she had seen him playing with children and doing farm work.

His cheerful smiles and lighthearted banter at those times didn't seem like they could belong to someone who had been in such a situation, but…

"Franz. I'd rather not hurt anyone if we can help it."

The words slipped out of her mouth. Her voice was firmer than she'd intended.

It wasn't that she didn't want to hurt anyone. To be honest, she didn't want it to come to killing people.

She was sure he understood, but Franz deliberately echoed her sentiment in a similarly firm, almost whispering tone.

"I know. I feel the same way."

"I hope Ritz… feels that way too…"

*What is Ritz thinking?* Anna's thoughts drifted to the other side of the door through which Ritz had just disappeared.
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			It wasn't until Ritz pointed it out that he realized it, but Franz must have been truly exhausted, as he spent most of the day in bed.

Whenever he came to, he would see Anna sleeping with her mouth wide open in the next bed, so she was probably in a similar state.

He had been so tense that he hadn't even noticed his own energy wasn't fully restored, but Ritz was impressively good at spotting their exhaustion.

The next morning, with both their spirits and stamina truly recovered, they set off on their journey feeling refreshed.

Franz was unarmed, but he carried a lit lamp even though it was broad daylight. He intended to use its flame as a medium for his spirit magic. Having a fire made it easier to use flames.

He couldn't use fire spirits in a place with no source of fire at all. Knowing this, keeping the lamp lit was essential for Franz.

And in Anna's bag, besides her usual bow and arrows, were a wooden canteen and a water basin she had borrowed from Philia that morning. The idea was that if she needed a Water Dragon where there was no water, she could fill the basin and use that.

Water Dragons were originally summoned using the surface of water as a gateway, so the volume or depth of the water didn't matter much.

Then there was Ritz, who had a rather long, borrowed rope slung over his shoulder, which was supposedly for inn repairs. Of course, it was for tying up the culprits.

And from somewhere, he had procured a small bell and a striker, cleverly arranged so they wouldn't make noise. While Ritz had ordered Anna and Franz to let him sleep, he had apparently been busy making preparations on his own yesterday.

In stark contrast to such crime-fighting equipment, Anna also carried a cute little basket. As a gesture of encouragement before they left, Philia had made them meat pies for breakfast and lunch. There was more than enough for the three of them to eat.

An Aerial was perched on Anna's shoulder, seemingly sniffing the scent of the blowing wind.

"Anna, is the Aerial saying anything?"

"Um, let's see."

Anna looked at the Aerial, but it just gave a small shake of its head.

"It says it can't feel anything. It looks kind of sad."

"I see. Well… at least we know they're not deeper in the village."

Ritz said this and started walking toward the highway. Franz hurried to follow. He couldn't afford to stumble along behind them like he did on their travels.

Tushil Village was shaped like a triangle, with the communal farm they had searched for stakes the other day at its apex. This meant that going deeper into the village would lead them to a dead end at that cliff, leaving no place to hide.

The base of the triangle was the Traveler's Highway. Heading west on the highway led back to Saradio, east led to the Glein Autonomous Region. And heading south led to the Royal Capital Sears.

But the area around the three-way intersection on this highway was a dense forest, and a river ran nearby, making it an ideal hiding spot.

Despite the early hour, many people were coming and going in the village. Seeing them carrying sickles, hoes, and shears, they were likely harvesting medicinal herbs.

Now that they knew Ritz and the others would retrieve the Arlie, they were finally starting to return to their daily lives. They would no longer be threatened by the merchants.

The three of them tried to pass through the villagers casually, but contrary to their intentions, they ended up surrounded by a large crowd.

The people all seemed moved, silently shaking their hands and seeing them off with teary eyes, causing quite a commotion. *How did Morris explain it to the villagers?*

Franz, in particular, had his hand shaken by various people and could do nothing but try to pull away.

"We're getting a lot of attention, aren't we…"

Anna looked up at Ritz, perplexed. Having been born in a small village, she had probably never been surrounded by so many people before.

They were surrounded by people for a while, but at a moment when the crowd thinned, Ritz muttered.

"Compared to the ruined state it was in when we first arrived, it's a good thing the villagers have regained their vitality."

"You're right."

"Well, yeah…"

"But it's still a surprise."

Anna said, stretching her arms wide. It seemed that even she got tense and her shoulders stiff when surrounded by a large crowd.

"What's going to happen if we can't solve this…"

Franz had muttered it powerlessly, without thinking. The weight of the villagers' expectations was crushing, and his heart felt heavy.

"It'll be fine. We just have to figure something out."

Ritz casually brushed off Franz's complaint. It wasn't satisfying, but he had no choice. As they walked down the road, watched by the murmuring villagers, they came across a familiar face in front of a certain shop.

"Well, good morning."

It was Nors, the village chief. He was dressed for farm work, just like two days ago.

"Good morning. Are you off to the fields?"

It was, of course, Anna who returned the greeting with a smile to the agriculturalist she respected.

"That I am. Hearing that you all were taking on the case, we started the harvest work with everyone yesterday. Everyone's really fired up."

The village chief was so happy his face broke into a wide smile.

"Do your best. We'll have the other herbs prepared so they just need to be mixed with the Arlie."

The sign on the shop where Nors stood read 'Herb Wholesale Market.' This was apparently the place to come once the incident was resolved.

"How are the herbs coming along?"

To Anna's excited question, Nors's face brightened, his eyes sparkling.

"Do you want to hear about it?"

At this rate, they would end up standing here talking. Franz glanced at Ritz, who let out a small sigh.

Before Anna could open her mouth, Ritz covered it with his large hand.

"Mmph! Mmph!!"

Unaffected by Anna's flailing protests, Ritz calmly spoke to the village chief.

"Chief, let's save that story for another day. We're in a hurry."

"Hmm… I see… yes."

Nors looked quite disappointed, but seeing Anna with her mouth covered, he reluctantly agreed. Anna was struggling in Ritz's arms, but Ritz didn't budge.

"You all have a difficult task ahead of you. Come listen once you've recovered the Arlie."

"Yes. We'll come back to hear all about it."

With the herb talk finally settled, Ritz cut to the chase.

"Still no sightings of the person with the herbs, I take it?"

With so many villagers out and about, he had hoped there might be new information, but Nors just silently shook his head.

"Have you seen those three suspicious men since then?"

"No. It seems no one has."

"I see."

Ritz let out a small sigh. It would be good if they could at least figure out the direction they were headed, but they had no leads at all.

"Come to think of it, I did hear a strange rumor."

Nors mentioned it offhandedly as he arranged some herbs.

"What is it?"

"Well, it's just something the children said, but on the night the Arlie disappeared, a large swarm of butterflies flew silently into the forest."

"Butterflies…"

"Yes. But well, I can't imagine butterflies eating the Arlie. And if it were butterflies, the fields wouldn't have ended up in such a terrible state."

Nors seemed to think it was unrelated to the incident, but Ritz leaned forward. Franz also paid close attention to the information. If the Arlie had flown naturally into the spirit magic bottle, it was highly likely it would have done so without a sound.

"Chief, which direction did the butterflies go?"

At Ritz's serious question, Nors seemed to realize that this might be related to the incident.

According to the child Nors brought over, the direction the butterflies had flown off in was into the forest on the Saradio side. That meant they could save themselves the trouble of searching the forest on the Glein side.

After thanking Nors and the others and leaving, Anna, finally freed from Ritz's grip, protested.

"Covering my mouth was so mean!"

"If I didn't, you'd talk about farming endlessly!"

"No, I wouldn't!"

"Liar! You should have been in my shoes when I was bombarded with the non-stop, torrential farming talk between you and the chief the last time we went to his place."

Franz felt a little relieved at their bickering. It seemed his decision to go get the arrows at that time had been the right one.

"So, what's the plan?"

As their argument devolved into playful roughhousing, Franz cut in. Ritz leaned an elbow on Anna's head as he thought.

"Let's see. There should be merchants camped out in the forest. Even if we told them to leave the village, they can't stay on the highway. Carts pass through there, after all."

"That's true."

"And if the culprits are hiding there, they should have been spotted. The quickest way is to look for eyewitness information."

"Right."

Franz nodded, but then he noticed Anna, who was serving as Ritz's elbow rest, pouting.

"Anna… what are you doing?"

"I'm being used as Ritz's elbow rest!"

As Anna looked up at Ritz sullenly, Ritz showed her a cheerful smile.

"Sorry, sorry. You were just the right height for an elbow rest."

"Hmph! I'll definitely, absolutely grow as tall as Ritz someday!"

"Ugh…"

Ritz groaned. Franz couldn't help but imagine it too, and his cheeks twitched.

"Huh? Why are you making that face?"

"I just imagined a giant version of you."

In fact, Franz had imagined the same thing. Anna was noisy enough as it was; the thought of a giant, even noisier Anna was something he wanted to avoid at all costs.

"Ritz, you're so mean!"

"Well, do your best."

"I will!"

Listening to their lighthearted banter, Franz felt a little relieved. It was a bit lacking in tension, you could say. But being tense all the time would be exhausting, so this was more relaxing.

He happened to glance over and caught Anna's eye as she looked his way. He noticed as she hurriedly looked forward.

*Could it be that these two are deliberately messing around because they know I'm tense?* Come to think of it, he had his suspicions. On their journey, these two were always fooling around like this, all the while keeping an eye on Franz.

He felt keenly that these two were older than him, but there was nothing he could do about the age difference.

Just after entering the forest on the right side heading towards Sears from the Traveler's Highway, they found the Saradio merchants' camp. Perhaps due to their long stay, it was a proper camp centered around an impressive stove. A considerable number of canvas tents were lined up as well.

As Ritz barged in without hesitation, a familiar man came out to meet him. Franz tensed up at the sight of the man. It was the man who had been leading the Saradio merchants at that time.

"Young Master Franz! Oh my, for you to come all the way out to a place like this…"

The man bowed his head before Franz, wringing his hands. In the face of Ville Lucina's authority, the man's arrogant attitude seemed to vanish. It was unpleasant since it had nothing to do with his own power, but as Ritz had told him before, he had no choice but to endure it for now.

"I want to ask you something."

Just a mutter from Franz was enough to make the man hurriedly gather everyone. The people who scrambled out in response to his voice were merchants, cart drivers, stable hands, longshoremen, and others—about thirty people in all.

"There are a lot of them. Hey, are these all merchants?"

Asked by Anna, he was at a loss for a reply. He didn't want to talk much with the merchants watching. Ritz answered in his place.

"Well, something like that."

Once everyone was seated, Franz, who was for all appearances the one with the most authority here, began.

"Have you seen a group of three men around here, carrying a crystal bottle?"

The men murmured amongst themselves for a moment, but after a while, one of the stable hands timidly raised his hand.

"I'm just a stable hand. Is it alright for me to speak to you, Master Franz?"

In Saradio, Franz's position was a strange one. This stable hand also seemed to think of Franz as someone from a world above. But from Franz's perspective, he was perfectly ordinary.

"Speak freely."

When he urged him on, the man began to speak, looking somewhat relieved.

"It was about three days ago, I reckon. I went to the river to fetch water. Fetching water is our job as stable hands, you see."

According to the stable hand, he had met a strange man on his way to fetch water. The man was sloppily dressed in a spirit user's robe and was holding a transparent, shimmering bottle.

A glowing glass bottle. That must have been the crystal bottle.

"Was there anything inside the bottle?"

"Yes, Master Franz. Something like this was inside."

So saying, the man showed Franz a transparent glass jar that had once held jam or honey. There was something inside it.

"He said it was a failed experiment, so he didn't need it and gave it to me. It's a lizard, I think, but it's on the verge of death. Touching it directly would be dangerous, so I've been carrying it around in this jar."

Inside, there was a flame that looked like it could burn out at any moment.

"What is it? A match that won't go out, or a candle?"

Ritz tilted his head, but Franz realized what it was. Anna must have realized at the same time, as they couldn't help but look at each other.

"It's a baby Salamander!"

As the words came out of his mouth at the same time as Anna's, Ritz frowned.

"A Salamander?"

"It's a low-level spirit of the fire element."

"No, I know that, but…"

"This is horrible… It's dying."

Anna walked over to the stable hand and took the bottle. Her eyes were distorted with sadness. Franz looked at the stable hand. Very rarely, there were those who could see spirits without even realizing it themselves.

Usually, they would proceed in a direction to develop that talent, but since the status of spirit users was not clearly defined in Saradio, that talent was usually crushed by people with a talent for business.

Like this stable hand, who was now looking enviously at the Aerial perched on Anna's shoulder.

"They succeeded with the Aerial, so they tried it with another spirit."

Taking the Salamander from Anna, Franz muttered lowly without thinking. *What were they trying to do, to weaken it this much?*

"So, where did the man go?"

His tone towards the stable hand naturally grew stern. The stable hand prostrated himself in fear. He must have felt as if he was the one being scolded. Seeing the naturally furious Franz, Ritz calmly faced the stable hand.

"Where did they go?"

When Ritz asked gently, the stable hand timidly raised his head.

"I don't know, but they walked south along the river."

The stable hand finished his sentence and stood there, looking troubled.

"Got it, thanks."

Ritz nodded and prompted the stable hand to sit down. The stable hand sat down with a look of relief.

"Anyone else see any suspicious men?"

There was no answer to Ritz's question. But since this weakened Salamander was here, it was almost certain that was the culprit. Their destination was set.

"Well then, shall we head deeper into the forest?"

Spoken to by Ritz as casually as if he were asking to go for a walk, Franz nodded.

But just as they were about to walk away, Ritz turned back to the merchants.

"Right. Once we find the missing herbs and catch the culprit, I'll ring this bell, so could you come and get them? The stolen amount is huge, so we can't carry it ourselves."

So saying, Ritz pointed to the bell he had brought from Tushil. It was surprising that he had thought that far ahead. Franz hadn't even considered what they would do once they recovered the Arlie.

"The merchants of Saradio will be the first to transport the Arlie. It's an honor, isn't it?"

"Yes! Of course!"

"Then I'm counting on you."

"Understood. Leave it to us!"

After easily getting the merchants to agree, Ritz prompted the two of them to move. Franz followed, marveling at Ritz's undeniable skill.

Bidding farewell to the Saradio merchants, who were all cheering for Franz—or rather, for the Ville Lucina they believed was behind him—they hurried into the forest's interior.

Once the merchants were completely out of sight and they had ventured deeper, the three of them let out a sigh.

"Well, that was quite a send-off."

To Ritz's teasing words as they walked, Franz offered no reaction, walking silently while gazing at the Salamander inside the small tinderbox.

"Ritz, how can we help the Salamander recover?"

Ritz answered Franz's question with utmost simplicity.

"Put it in the fire."

"Huh?"

"Toss it in your lamp. If it stays in that jar, it'll just get weaker."

It seemed the stable hand's kindness had backfired. The culprit might not have been the only reason it was weak.

"The lamp is too small! We should build a fire for it, right? Right, Franz?"

That was an order for Franz to start a fire. He could refuse and use a match, but for the sake of the weakened Salamander, he had no choice. The three of them gathered some firewood that would burn easily, piled it up, and lit it. Unlike a match, this flame would flare up immediately, which was convenient.

"Let's have breakfast while we're at it."

At Anna's suggestion, the three of them sat down. Their stomachs were indeed empty. The Salamander remained still in the firewood for a while, but it gradually began to glow brighter. It was obvious that it had been lacking the power of flame. As Franz ate his meal while watching the Salamander, he heard Anna's voice.

"I wonder if just meat pies will be enough for breakfast."

It was an unbelievable statement coming from Anna, who was happily munching on a meat pie herself.

"For now, let's eat and plan our next move."

Franz nodded at Ritz's constructive suggestion.

"Any reaction from the Aerial?"

To Ritz's question as he ate a meat pie, Anna pointed to the firewood. At some point, the Aerial had started flitting around the flames.

"It's over there playing with the Salamander."

"Huh?"

"It's asking if it's not hot inside the flames."

"I see…"

Franz could also hear the Aerial's cheerful voice. The Salamander must have been a novelty to it. Normally, spirits had their own distinct habitats, so it was probably rare for them to see other spirits this close.

Franz was watching the spirits for a while, but Ritz's words brought him back to reality.

"The question is, once we pinpoint the location, do we head back or do we charge in?"

As Ritz pondered with a difficult expression, Anna asked curiously.

"But if they find out we're here, they'll get away, won't they?"

Franz nodded as well. Having come this far, there was no guarantee they wouldn't be discovered. Besides, he was starting to lose track of what they were plotting now. What on earth were they trying to do with that crystal bottle?

"What do you think they'll do with a Salamander in there?"

To Anna's words, Franz could only tilt his head. That flame amplified power outward and collected it in the bottle. If they used it in the same way as the Aerial, the person holding the bottle would just get badly burned.

"Well, it's probably nothing good."

Ritz, having swallowed another meat pie, replied with a shrug.

"They'll put the Salamander in the stake and stick it somewhere, right? Then flames will come out and everyone will get burned. It's weird for thieves not to take anything, isn't it?"

"You're right. What are they thinking?"

Listening to their conversation, an idea occurred to Franz. The stable hand had said it was an experiment. That meant if putting the Salamander in was an experiment, then stealing the Arlie might have been an experiment as well.

The Arlie was stolen much earlier, yet the culprit was still conducting experiments three days ago. That meant they hadn't achieved their goal yet.

"Maybe the Arlie was the experiment."

Ritz grunted at Franz's idea.

"Am I wrong?"

"It's possible. If the Salamander is what they really need, then their goal is to start a fire. Maybe they were planning to burn something down."

At Ritz's calm words, Anna's eyes widened.

"What? Why?!"

"What if they gave that bottle to someone they hate, and captured and sealed a Salamander in the stake…?"

"Flames would pour out of the bottle and start a fire!"

Anna shouted, her eyes wide.

"That's horrible! That's arson!"

"That's the only use for a Salamander I can think of."

There was a certain logic to what Ritz was saying. In fact, he couldn't think of anything else.

"So, what about the Arlie being an experiment?"

Anna looked over at him while putting another pie in her mouth. Franz also looked at the pie he was about to eat, thought for a moment, and spoke.

"Maybe they were testing how far they could utilize the spirit's power. Even if the leaves gather, it doesn't do much harm to the culprit."

"Hmm…"

The more he thought about it, the more ominous it seemed. Stealing all the Arlie was bad enough, but arson was even worse.

"Can't understand what villains think. Let's just catch them. Once we've caught them, we can beat it out of them, and things will be simple."

That would certainly be simple for Ritz. But it was far too violent.

"…That's rough."

"It's normal, isn't it? Do you have any other ideas?"

When he put it like that, nothing certainly came to mind. In that case, they had no choice but to catch them. Just as the three of them reached that haphazard agreement, there was a movement in the fire.

It was the Salamander.

"*Kee*!"

With a small cry, the Salamander got up on its own. Flames covered its entire body. Since the Salamander was materially cloaked in flame, as long as it wasn't inside the fire itself, even Ritz could see it. Ritz let out a voice of admiration.

"Oh, looks like it's gotten better. With this much flame, even I can see it."

As if the Salamander's recovery meant they had no reason to stay longer, Ritz quickly began to pack away breakfast. Franz stared intently at the Salamander, a creature of the fire attribute, the same element as the spirits he controlled.

Its form, cloaked in blazing fire, bore a slight resemblance to a Fire Dragon.

"So cute! Come here."

Anna called out to it, but the Salamander didn't even glance her way. Looking closely, the Salamander was staring intently at Franz.

Feeling as if it wanted to be called, Franz spoke in a small voice.

"Come. Salamander."

Reacting to Franz's words, the Salamander slowly crawled out of the fire. Without hesitation, it approached Franz.

"Ritz, will I get burned if I touch it?"

Ritz, who had finished cleaning up and stood up, shrugged at the all-too-obvious question.

"Probably."

"Yeah, I figured."

"Can we take it with us?"

Anna's gaze turned to Franz's lamp.

"You want to do that when we're about to storm the enemy's hideout?"

"Oh…"

Anna was at a loss for words. Franz also fell silent. With no idea what would happen next, taking the Salamander with them seemed ill-advised.

Unlike Franz, who gave up easily, Anna stared at the Salamander for a while. Eventually, she seemed to have resigned herself, and with a sigh, she bid farewell to the Salamander.

"Take care, Sara-chan."

Anna placed the Aerial on her shoulder and waved reluctantly.

"Why Sara-chan?"

When Franz asked, Anna answered with utmost simplicity.

"Because it's a Salamander, so Sara-chan."

"How simple…"

Ritz, who had stood up first, prompted the deflated Franz and cheerful Anna.

"It'll be dark before we know it. If we don't make it back to the inn by nightfall, we'll miss dinner."

He didn't care much for dinner, but he didn't want to camp out. Franz followed Ritz, who was already in the lead.

"Bye-bye, Sara-chan!"

Anna also waved reluctantly at the Salamander and caught up. Franz glanced back. The Salamander was still watching him. When he silently turned his back, the Salamander let out a sad "*kee*." He felt a pang of guilt, but he had no choice but to let it live freely from now on.

He was a bit worried, but first, they had to find the culprits who stole the Arlie. After walking for a while, they came to the riverbank, just as the Saradio merchants had said. A stable hand from Saradio was there too, drawing water.

They asked him just in case, and it turned out he had also witnessed a man who seemed to be the culprit. The man had been walking with a grin, showing no signs of tension, and when spoken to, he had made small talk about the weather before leaving.

"Something's not right."

Ritz muttered. Franz looked up at him and asked.

"What is?"

"The culprit is way too relaxed. A dangerous criminal wouldn't laugh and talk about the weather after being spotted, would they?"

"…You have a point."

"The boldness of their actions and this lack of tension just don't add up, you know?"

"Yeah."

They had no idea what the culprit was thinking or what they were trying to do. Since he was carrying the important bottle, there was no doubt that man was central to the crime. A subordinate wouldn't be carrying the most important item. And yet, he didn't care about being seen and didn't try to hide anything.

It was a far cry from the image of the culprit Franz had imagined.

He had no idea how much further they had to go to reach their destination, but having come this far, they had no choice but to press on. There was still plenty of time. They followed the river south, just as the stable hands had told them.

"Aerial, do you feel anything?"

Anna asked as if she had just remembered, but her expression quickly fell. It seemed it couldn't perceive anything. For now, they had no choice but to keep going until the Aerial could sense something.

After a short while, he noticed a change in the undergrowth. A path leading from the riverbank into the forest had been trodden down, like an animal trail.

So this animal trail was… a trace of the culprit…?

"Something's still not right…"

Ritz muttered suspiciously. But there was no other choice but to follow the path. Standing at the entrance to the animal trail, Ritz turned to face them.

"Something's been bothering me for a while now."

As their eyes met, Franz looked back at Ritz.

"What?"

"I can't get over the fact that he was grinning and didn't care about being seen."

That had been bothering Franz too, so he nodded back at Ritz and spoke.

"I thought the culprits were a gang of thieves with advanced spiritual power and knowledge, but maybe I was wrong."

"You're right, we just imagined that on our own, didn't we?"

So they had both been thinking the same thing.

"But it's also possible that a truly intelligent culprit deliberately left a trail."

Franz grumbled suspiciously. It was certainly possible that they were showcasing their power, thinking they could either definitely escape or definitely win. But if that was the case, he couldn't understand why they would leave this animal trail.

What was the point of marking a path for the pursuers who came for the herbs? If they were smart, they should have had options like taking a different route each time.

But a dangerous criminal who would accidentally let slip that their 'experiment failed' probably wouldn't exist either. And what about laughing when being seen by others? No matter how much he thought about it, he couldn't figure it out.

As Franz sighed, Ritz laughed and clapped him on the shoulder.

"Well, either way, we'll probably have to fight, so just be prepared."

At those words, Franz froze. The sound of Anna's footsteps, who had been walking a little behind him, also stopped. He remembered how yesterday, they had discussed whether Ritz would kill someone.

Seeing Franz and Anna stop in their tracks, Ritz gave a wry smile and reached behind his back. Without drawing his greatsword, he unfastened the entire scabbard.

"It comes off?"

To Anna's wide-eyed question, Ritz laughed.

"I had it made to come off. It's not supposed to, so it was a pain to modify."

Ritz laughed and said it in his usual joking tone.

"Don't worry. It'll be better to capture them alive, so I've rigged it so the scabbard won't come off."

"Ritz…"

"But if they turn out to be the dangerous, skilled criminals we originally thought, I'm drawing it."

Anna seemed openly relieved at Ritz's words. Franz, for his part, also relaxed his shoulders.

"Did you… happen to hear us?"

"Hear what?"

Ritz was playing dumb. He had probably been eavesdropping outside their door, worried about Anna and Franz. And perhaps Ritz had decided to stop being a mercenary for as long as they were traveling together.

He felt a little guilty, but for Franz, it was a bit of a relief. He really didn't like bloody business.

"Let's catch the culprits, get the Arlie back, and then let the villagers do what they want with them, whether it's roasting them or boiling them."

"You're right. The villagers are the ones who were inconvenienced."

Anna smiled in relief.

"Oh? The church girl is going to let them roast or boil the culprits?"

To Ritz's teasing tone, Anna puffed out her chest with a look of utter confidence.

"Well, if you do something bad, it's only natural to receive a fitting punishment!"

"You've got that right."

Knowing the village chief, it wouldn't get too out of hand. Anna seemed to sense that as well.

After walking for a while, they reached a small, open clearing. A large tree had once stood in the center, but it had fallen for some reason, creating a wide-open space where the undergrowth grew vigorously.

For the time being, the three of them sat down on the fallen tree to take a break. The plan was to rest here and then attack all at once.

"If you don't rest when you can, it'll be tough later."

That was Ritz's basic philosophy. It was a kind consideration to calm down the combat-inexperienced Anna and Franz. After all, he had a history of panicking and letting his Fire Dragon run wild.

"It's a forest clearing, it feels nice. Hey, can I have a pie?"

"No, that's for the way back."

Ritz was smiling wryly at Anna's words as she tried to eat a pie out of the blue. Anna was always so carefree; it was enviable. Franz was easily flustered; was this also a benefit of age?

Perhaps because of the recent incident where Anna was bitten by a poisonous snake, Ritz was leaning against a tree, holding his greatsword, his senses focused on the forest. The tree spirits were peeking out from the giant tree, watching him.

For Anna and Franz, who could see spirits, being watched from such a close distance would be a little embarrassing, but Ritz didn't notice at all.

Noticing Ritz, Anna laughed cheerfully.

"Wow, there are tree spirits. This must be a big forest."

At Anna's words, Ritz looked around restlessly. The tree spirits seemed to be playfully teasing him, disappearing from the tree trunk and reappearing at his feet from the ground.

For a while, they enjoyed the sunlight filtering through the gaps in the trees. It was so relaxing it felt like they were on a picnic.

But that didn't last long.

"I smell it!"

The idyllic atmosphere was shattered by the Aerial's shout. Franz tensed and looked around. Anna did the same. Only Ritz frowned.

"Are they here?"

Anna nodded.

"It says they're nearby!"

At Anna's translated words, Ritz readied his greatsword. Amidst the sound of water from behind and the chirping of birds, the sound of someone pushing through the grass gradually grew louder. Soon, mixed with the sound of trampling grass, a man's voice could be heard.

"…that's right."

He thought it was a conversation, but it seemed to be a monologue, as he was muttering something under his breath. He couldn't make out the content yet.

"Please, Aerial, be quiet."

Anna was desperately pleading with the invisible Aerial, but it seemed her words weren't getting through.

"…That brother of mine… acting all high and mighty when he can't even see spirits himself."

The man seemed to be complaining.

"The culprit?"

Franz asked Ritz in a low voice.

"Probably… but still a weird culprit, isn't he?"

The culprit was so defenseless that Ritz's greatsword seemed ostentatious. Deciding there was no need to fight, Ritz returned his greatsword to his back.

"You two, hide behind a tree. Let's capture him alive."

Winking, Ritz walked toward the man as casually as if he were out for a stroll. It seemed quickest to hide behind a tree in the direction the man was likely to come from and grab him from the side.

Watching him, Ritz silently pointed to a single tree with a gesture. It seemed to be a sign to hide there. Franz moved to the shadow of the indicated tree and hid his belongings.

Anna, who had persuaded the Aerial, which looked ready to attack the man at any moment, to get into her basket, walked over to Ritz. The Aerial could probably get out if it wanted to, but perhaps surprised by being put in the basket, or perhaps persuaded by Anna, it remained quiet.

"Hey, hey, should I trip him?"

To Anna's suggestion from the opposite side of the animal trail, Ritz grinned.

"Sounds good to me."

Franz watched, not understanding what Anna was doing. Anna took a brown ceramic arrow from the quiver on her back and stuck it into the ground. He knew she had more than just transparent arrows, but he had never had a chance to ask what they were or see them in action.

With preparations complete, the three of them held their breath. Soon, the man appeared.

"Just because I'm the third son, they look down on me!"

The voice gradually grew louder. Ritz began to count down, timing the tripping to the man's steps. He could faintly hear Ritz relaying it to Anna next to him in a low voice.

"Five, four, three, two, one… now!"

Startled by Ritz's sudden voice, the man tried to flee in a panic, but it was too late.

"Earth spirit, trip that man!"

*Thud*.

With a loud noise, the man spectacularly face-planted into the ground. Franz's eyes widened. It seemed to be the effect of that arrow.

"Damn it!"

But the opponent was desperate too. He tried to get up and run, but Anna's magic wouldn't let him escape.

"Please, trip that man again!"

*THUD*!

"Ow! Damn it!"

"Trip him again!"

*BONK*!

"Damn it, you think you can catch me!"

"One more time!"

*THUD*!

"Umm, is it okay if I catch him now?"

Ritz, who had been watching the ridiculous confrontation between Anna and the culprit in a daze, asked Franz. He didn't know for himself, but he nodded, assuming he was making the same exasperated face.

"I don't want to watch this go on forever."

If left alone, it seemed like it would, and he didn't like that.

"My thoughts exactly. Anna, that's enough."

"Got it!"

Anna pulled the arrow from the ground and put it back in her quiver. At the same time, Ritz took a step forward and stood in front of the culprit.

The man's face changed. He desperately tried to stand up and flee with a terrifying expression. But his legs were tangled, and he seemed to be struggling to get up.

"Whoa, d-d-don't kill me!"

He could somehow understand the man's fear. A large man with a greatsword on his back was an object of terror for an ordinary person.

"Do I really look that menacing?"

To Ritz, who shrugged and looked back, Franz just gestured with his hand to hurry up and catch him.

"Alright, you're under arrest!"

Ritz easily caught the man, who had finally stood up and started to run, in a single stride.

"Too bad. I'm pretty confident in my legs."

"Whoa, it's not my fault! It's my brother's fault! Don't kill me!"

Ritz deliberately made a troubled face, shrugged, and looked at Franz and Anna. He was completely playing around. Franz sighed.

"Let's tie him up."

This was no time for games. If they were a group of three, there should be two more enemies. Ritz, who knew this but was still playing around, might have been feeling confident. But Franz could confidently say that he, on the other hand, was not.

Together with Ritz, they tied him up with the set of ropes borrowed from Philia before leaving. Ritz then firmly held the other end of the rope, which was connected to the culprit.

"It's like walking a dog."

Ignoring Anna's cheerful comment, Ritz, still holding the rope, spoke to the man.

"You're the one who stole the Arlie, aren't you?"

The man shook his head in fear.

"If you lie, my greatsword will sing."

The man cowered and then nodded his head vertically.

"Good, good, honesty is the best policy. Now, where are the other culprits and the Arlie?"

Ritz was smiling, but the man was so scared he couldn't speak. He seemed to be quite a coward.

"If you don't talk, you might not be able to talk forever, you know?"

He probably intended to speak gently, but the man was just terrified by Ritz's words. Franz knew that wasn't being gentle, it was threatening.

"I'll talk! I'll talk, just don't kill me!!"

The man screamed in a shrill voice.

"Alright, being obedient is best."

The man's name was Sam Scott. He was a spirit user who had just begun his training. The ringleader was his ill-natured older brother, the eldest, Bill. Another kind older brother named Mont was also with them.

"My brother just asked me to catch some spirits. I didn't know he was going to use them for this!"

From his desperate demeanor, that was probably the truth.

"Why did you take the Arlie? That's a bad thing to do."

When Anna asked with a sad look on her face, Sam looked relieved. Anna was clearly much more reassuring than Ritz.

"He said he was going to set a fire. We've been failing at everything, so we decided to do something big for a change…"

"Something big?"

"We're going to set fire to a rich person's house, and when the family evacuates, we'll take their money. So, we started with an experiment with a wind spirit…"

At the man's words, the color drained from Anna's face. Noticing this, the man hurriedly denied it.

"But the fire spirit didn't work, so we decided to commit a robbery using water, which worked in the experiment! See, with water, it's safe once it flows away!"

The man's excuse only added fuel to Anna's anger. She was a water user. There was no way Anna would forgive someone for harming the water spirits.

"That's a very bad thing to do! The Goddess, the Water Spirit King, and I will absolutely never forgive you!"

Anna crossed her arms and pouted. She was quite angry. Lies and crime were what she hated most. And to try to use her precious water spirits…

In place of the angered Anna, Franz took over as questioner with a sigh.

"So you put a Salamander in a bottle and experimented with it?"

"That's right, but we couldn't use the Salamander's power. The experiment showed that the bottle only works with the power of wind and water."

The man answered while furtively glancing at the three of them. He was probably looking for a chance to escape. But it didn't take long for him to realize that was impossible.

At that point, the man seemed to have resigned himself, and he became surprisingly talkative.

"Did you make that bottle?"

"No! I bought it from a weird guy in the city of Saradio a few months ago. I thought it was pretty so I could sell it for a high price, but it wouldn't sell. I swear!"

He said that when he tried using it according to the instructions, it worked.

"The guy who sold me this bottle said it was just a decoration, so that was the only good thing about it."

Listening to the man's story, Franz began to have a bad feeling. You could get all sorts of things in the city of Saradio. But he could only think of one person who would sell a product enchanted with spirit magic.

He wanted to pretend it never happened, but he couldn't just not ask.

"What kind of man did you buy it from?"

"He had messy, long brown hair and wore a robe. He had a sleepy look on his face. And he even gave me the instruction manual as a bonus. He said he liked collecting things like that."

Franz knew his bad feeling was right. There was only one person in Saradio with that appearance and that hobby. Franz held his head in his hands. It was a person Franz knew better than anyone else in Saradio.

"Orphe, huh…"

Ritz, who was standing next to him, muttered quietly. Franz nodded with a sigh. He had wondered why new, unseen items kept appearing even though the total number didn't seem to increase, but he never imagined Orphe was selling them off at a street stall like this.

His arms trembled with anger. In other words, if you traced this incident all the way back to its source, it would lead to Orphe. As his apprentice, Franz had no choice but to resolve it.

Trying to calm himself, he looked at the man and asked in a low voice.

"Is the Arlie safe?"

The man, mistaking Franz's anger for being directed at him, answered in a panicked shout.

"Of course it's safe! We haven't touched it!"

"Where is it?"

"In the cabin up ahead. My brothers are there too."

Sam pointed to the continuing animal trail. Franz nodded and looked at Ritz. With practiced ease, Ritz tied the rope Sam was attached to to his hand and shouldered his pack.

"Let's go."

"Yeah."

"Okay!"

They could finally reach the Arlie. He had been looking for the Arlie as a way to thank them for their help, but he never dreamed it would turn into cleaning up his master's mess.

He sighed and looked at the culprit, only to notice that Sam was adamantly refusing to move.

"Don't resist now."

Even when the exasperated Ritz said this to Sam, Sam wouldn't budge. Soon, Sam put on an indescribably strained smile and pleaded.

"I don't wanna go. My brother will kill me."

Sam seemed genuinely terrified. For some reason, he was afraid of his own brother. Ritz looked down at him with a shrug.

"He's your own brother, stop being so scared."

"That's because you don't know my brother!"

"Don't know him, don't care. But hey, I'm stronger."

"But I don't want to!"

"It's useless to resist. Just come on."

Even when Ritz told him to, Sam resisted, shaking his head. But they needed him to guide them. Ritz used his strength to force Sam to his feet.

"Alright, let's go!"

"Nooo!"

Dragging the screaming Sam, the three of them began to make their way deeper down the animal trail.
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			Deep in the forest was an old, crude cabin. A hunter who lived in the area had probably used it. It was now the hideout of the Scott brothers, the culprits behind the Arlie theft.

Having reached the cabin, which was only a few minutes from where they had captured Sam, Ritz turned to the bound man.

"This is the place, right?"

"My brothers are in there. I'm not lying!"

It was hard to tell if he was scared or just being defiant, but Sam pouted as he spoke. On the way here, he had completely resigned himself and had been chattering away about things he wasn't even asked.

But they hadn't asked about the important things.

"Are they armed with anything?"

"Big Brother Bill has a sword, I guess, but he can't use it. He only ever used it to threaten me."

"So he can't actually use it?"

"Yeah. Big Brother Bill is a huge coward and has no strength at all. He's smart, and since he's the oldest, he acts all high and mighty, but that's it."

Given the situation so far, it didn't seem like Sam was lying. In that case, there was no need to be wary of this man named Bill.

"And the other one?"

"Big Brother Mont uses a huge battle-axe. Brute strength is his only pride, and he always won the martial arts tournaments in our village. Unlike Big Brother Bill, he's a man of character."

"Does a man of character commit robbery?"

"Well… Big Brother Mont is… a little slow in the head. He believes everything Big Brother Bill says."

I see, so it's three brothers: one with all the brains, a younger one skilled only in martial arts, and a spirit user. Individually, they didn't seem likely to become criminals, but when the three of them got together, they seemed to come up with strange ideas.

"Big Brother Bill is a real piece of work! He came up with the plan, but he doesn't do anything himself, just bosses me and Big Brother Mont around. Isn't that awful?"

"Like I care about that."

Apparently, Sam and Bill didn't get along. But they still committed crimes together, so they were a lost cause.

But this made things clear. It seemed Ritz just had to deal with the battle-axe user named Mont. Ritz turned to look at Anna and Franz. They both looked back at him with tense expressions.

"Anna, you're going to try to persuade them, right?"

"Yes!"

It seemed Anna hadn't given up on persuasion yet. Given how Sam was, it didn't seem likely to work on Bill, whom Sam himself called a coward.

"Alright, let's get ready just in case. Anna, fill that basin you brought with water."

"What for?"

"When the enemy comes out, we'll surround this cabin. That way, they can't escape. Then, if you persuade them, they won't be able to get away no matter who they are."

"Okay!"

"Franz, while I'm fighting the one with the battle-axe, you keep an eye on Sam and threaten the one named Bill with fire."

"Threaten him?"

"Yeah. And if he attacks, Anna…"

"What is it?"

"Set the Water Dragon on him. That should be enough."

"Okay!"

With this plan, they could avoid any unnecessary bloodshed. Once the plan was set, Ritz pulled Sam, who was tied to the end of the rope, closer and grabbed him by the scruff of his neck.

"Alright, how about you call your brothers for us?"

"What! Me?"

"Yep, you."

"No way. I'll definitely get yelled at."

Ritz smiled at Sam, who was cowering before his own brother even at a time like this.

"You can choose which you'd prefer: getting yelled at by your big brother, or getting yelled at by me."

In that instant, the color drained from Sam's face.

"Oh, I suddenly feel like calling my big brother."

"I'm counting on you."

Loosening the rope slightly, he had Sam stand in front of the cabin. With a terrified look on his face, Sam took a deep breath and called into the cabin.

"B-b-b-brother!"

Sam knocked on the door with a trembling hand and called into the cabin in a strained voice. There was no response.

"Brother… open up…"

As Sam called out, clinging pathetically to the door, it opened.

"What's wrong, Sam? We were so worried."

Speaking in a gentle tone, a stocky, muscular, giant of a man emerged.

From the previous conversation, this must be Mont. The battle-axe user.

"Big Brother Mont… I'm sorry."

Sam called out his name. Yes, there was no mistake.

"Well hello there, I'm a mercenary hired by Tushil."

Ritz deliberately spoke cheerfully, waving at the burly man with a smile. For a moment, Mont looked as if the wind had been taken out of his sails, but his gaze soon shifted to Ritz's back, and his expression hardened.

Mont disappeared back inside the door, and his loud voice reached them.

"Brother, Sam's been captured!"

Though flustered, Mont grabbed his battle-axe and slowly stood in front of the cabin. Then, from behind him, a scrawny man with brown hair appeared, shouting.

"Sam! You idiot! Why did you lead a mercenary here?!"

If that was Mont, then this man was Bill. He certainly didn't look very strong. And from the way he was shouting, it was obvious he was timid.

"But brother… they're strong."

"They?"

Bill and Mont, frowning suspiciously, turned their eyes to Franz and Anna behind Ritz. After a moment of speechlessness, Bill started yelling at Sam, spitting saliva.

"They're just kids, besides this one!"

"Even kids can be strong!"

"What did you say?"

Ritz couldn't help but burst out laughing. These guys were idiots. So idiotic it was kind of funny.

Mont, the most sensible of the bunch, stepped in between Bill and Sam, who were starting a pointless argument.

"This is no time for that! Let's take them down and get out of here!"

Sam had said he was slow-witted, but it seemed Mont was the most rational one. After a brief silence, Bill nodded. It seemed the enemy had reached a consensus. In that case, it was time for them to act.

"Anna, Water Dragon!"

"Okay!"

Anna slowly offered a prayer to the water basin, which was about thirty centimeters in diameter.

"Oh, water spirit that heals the earth, share your power with me! …Come, Water Dragon!"

Light overflowed from the small vessel, and a giant dragon shot up from in front of Anna towards the heavens with incredible speed.

"Water Dragon, please! Surround this cabin! Don't let the bad people escape!"

The Water Dragon neighed loudly as if to say 'understood,' and began to slowly circle an area fifty meters in diameter around the cabin. The Water Dragon's movements were fast, so now there was no escape.

"Awesome…"

Sam, who was tied up and had nothing to do, let out a voice of admiration.

"Idiot Sam! This is no time to be impressed!!"

"But I'm tied up…"

Ritz tied Sam, who was mumbling excuses, to a tree.

"There, that's good."

He clapped his hands, and Anna reported with confidence.

"Ritz, I've surrounded them!"

"Alright, well done."

For a moment, the Scott brothers stood there dumbfounded, but Mont, the only one with combat experience, came to his senses and gripped his axe again. It seemed he was coming for them.

"Hold on a second."

Ritz called out to Mont in a light tone.

"What is it?"

"Our conscience has something to say."

"Conscience?"

Anna stepped forward in front of the wide-eyed Mont. He grabbed her shoulder from behind to keep her from entering the range of the battle-axe.

"Hello. I'm Anna."

"…Huh?"

Not just Mont, but even Bill's jaw dropped. Unconcerned, Anna looked straight at them.

"Because you stole the Arlie, everyone is having a very hard time. You might have your reasons, but I think you should explain them properly to the villagers."

At Anna's impassioned speech, Franz sighed. Ritz just shrugged. He could tell just by looking at them that they weren't the type to apologize for something like this. But Anna faced them head-on.

"Return the Arlie right now and apologize to the villagers! If you apologize from the bottom of your heart, I'm sure the villagers will forgive you!"

A strange silence fell over the place. But that silence was broken by Bill's laughter.

"What's with this kid? Is she stupid? If I was going to apologize, I wouldn't have committed a crime in the first place."

"Stupid?!"

"What's wrong with making easy money? I don't care if someone gets hurt for it. Listen, kid! I'd rather die than apologize to someone!"

"That way of thinking is definitely wrong!"

"Shut up!"

Anna and Bill were glaring at each other. Ritz was watching Mont's movements intently. He placed his hand on the hilt of his sword so he could protect Anna if Mont suddenly charged.

"People who cause trouble for others and don't reflect on it won't receive the Goddess's protection, you know!"

"Heh. If you're going to punish me, then try it, right now!"

"Now I'm mad! Bad kids get caught and punished!"

When Anna declared this to Bill, Bill sneered.

"Listen to what the kid is saying."

"You're the one who's a kid!"

Ritz smiled wryly and patted Anna on the shoulder.

"Anna, are you satisfied?"

"Satisfied?"

"I told you if you couldn't persuade them, I'd take care of it, right?"

Ritz drew his greatsword from his back. Naturally, the scabbard was still attached.

"Ritz… um…"

"Hmm?"

"Don't kill them, okay?"

When he looked at Anna, she was staring intently at him with a serious gaze. Ritz placed his hand on her head and patted it gently.

"Of course. I'll capture them alive, so you can pull down their pants and spank them."

"…Okay!"

Ritz faced Mont and readied his greatsword. The well-built Mont, holding a giant battle-axe, was slowly closing the distance.

This murderous intent… he was probably quite skilled. But that was in this peaceful Yuresla. Ritz was a mercenary who had traded lives on an actual battlefield.

He had no intention of losing to Mont, but the difficult part was capturing him alive.

If it were a matter of cutting him down, the fight would be over in an instant.

But since Anna and Franz wished it, he wanted to avoid a massacre here.

However, until now, he had rarely captured an opponent alive; if anything, Ritz was bad at it.

As he was thinking about what to do, Mont moved.

He tilted his large axe to the right, holding it in a middle stance. He was trying to prevent any openings. Ritz also took a middle stance.

"Wooooooh!"

With a beast-like roar, Mont attacked. Ritz's greatsword and the axe clashed with a *clang*.

"You bastard!"

Ritz pushed back the axe with all his strength. But Mont, stumbling back a few steps, quickly regained his posture. A greatsword with a scabbard against an axe. This was a disadvantage.

"Damn it, this scabbard is custom-made and expensive…"

He couldn't help but complain. It was a sturdy leather scabbard he had commissioned without a second thought, using the money he had earned on the battlefield. It was a fine piece, with the leather hardened with resin and polished to a shine.

If he had to fight like this in the future, he would have to get a cheaper scabbard made.

As he repeatedly parried Mont's axe, Ritz pondered.

*Capture without killing… capture without killing…*

He wanted to say from the bottom of his heart, "Can I just cut this guy down?" but that probably wouldn't fly.

After all, he was traveling with these two now, and he wasn't just a mercenary, but a regular traveler.

"Anna, it's okay if I injure him, right?"

While clashing, without taking his eyes off Mont, Ritz asked Anna. Anna should be able to heal minor injuries. He wanted her to compromise on that much.

Then, Anna nodded emphatically.

"Yes! I can use healing magic!"

"Alright!"

Then things were simple. All he had to do was knock him unconscious so he couldn't move. He hadn't been told not to aim for vital points, after all.

As Ritz swiftly drew his sword's scabbard and tossed it to the ground, Mont roared and charged as if that were the signal.

Sparks flew as steel met steel.

"You think you can beat me with strength alone?!"

As he slowly pushed back, Ritz also yelled. He wasn't bragging, but he had never been outmatched in strength. He slightly deflected the weight of the axe, sliding it to the side, and then swept Mont away, axe and all.

As Mont lost his balance and was about to fall, he almost reflexively swung his sword, but Ritz somehow managed to hold back.

"Whoa, almost cut him down."

The image of Mont collapsing, blood and guts spilling from his stomach, flashed before his eyes, and Ritz broke out in a cold sweat. At that range, that would have certainly happened.

Unaware of Ritz's struggle, Mont desperately regained his posture and attacked again.

"Damn it, what a pain!"

Ritz muttered as he readied his sword again.

Bill, who had been watching their fight from nearby, didn't help Mont and quietly tried to sneak away. Of course, Ritz didn't miss it.

While still glaring at Mont, he gave an order to Franz.

"Franz, the stupid brother is trying to escape! Set his ass on fire or something!"

"Got it. O, flame!"

In place of Ritz, who had refocused on Mont, Franz threw the small fireball that had appeared on his fingertip towards Bill. It was Franz's one and only technique, which made him nothing more than a human ignition device. But his control was hopelessly poor.

"Damn it!"

He threw a fireball in the direction Bill was fleeing, but it didn't work. At first, Bill ran away scared, but when he realized he wasn't being hit, he gradually got cocky.

"I'm over here, where are you aiming?"

"Grr…"

Biting his lip, he desperately tried to control the fireball, concentrating his mind. Franz, who had never thrown a fireball at a person, let alone a moving target, must have found it quite a difficult task.

Bill's mocking words reached the desperate Franz's ears.

"You think I'm going to get hit by a kid's fireball, you lousy shot!"

Being mocked must be extremely unpleasant. Especially for this prideful Franz.

"…I'll hit you… O, flame, go."

The fireball, which had only been able to form on his fingertip until now, grew to the size of his palm. It seemed that the more emotional Franz became, the stronger his ability to handle spirits grew.

Come to think of it, he had summoned the Fire Dragon when he was furious.

With masterful control, the fireball shot straight at Bill as if drawn to him. Bill, who had been too busy teasing Franz to escape, literally had his butt set on fire.

"Aaaah!"

"Hmph…"

While adjusting the flames on the screaming, rolling Bill so they wouldn't get too big, Franz said one thing.

"Your luck ran out when you angered me."

"Whoa, that's scary."

Next to Franz, Sam was genuinely trembling.

"Where are you looking?"

Mont's battle-axe grazed his side. Ritz, who had barely dodged it by moving slightly to the side, faced Mont again.

"Sorry. I'm their guardian, so I got worried."

"You son of a...!"

He gracefully dodged the man who charged at him. It was difficult to capture this man, who charged with all his might using a giant battle-axe, alive.

If he wasn't careful, Mont himself could cut himself down with his own battle-axe.

He thrust back the axe with his sword, creating distance, and repeated this process over and over. Mont seemed to be getting quite tired, as his steps were heavy.

For now, he would have to do something about Mont's axe and then knock out the man himself.

At that moment, Mont muttered lowly as he stared at Ritz.

"How dare you capture my cute little brother Sam."

Ritz couldn't help but grin. He remembered Sam had described Mont as a "kind, virtuous brother." In other words, this man was soft on Sam.

So… Mont's weak spot was Sam.

This burly man probably doted on his youngest brother, Sam, and his anger towards Ritz was because he had captured him.

In that case, he would use that to shake him up and try to capture him without injury.

"Cute? That stupid brother of yours?"

Ritz decided to provoke him further to make him lose his composure.

"He's a pathetic guy. I just roughed him up a little and he spilled everything about you guys."

"What did you say?"

"Hey, I didn't hurt him enough to kill him or anything."

Mont's grip on his readied axe tightened. Just one more push.

"If he's so cute, you should keep your brother in a box. That useless bum."

"You bastard!!"

He took the bait… Ritz calmly readied his greatsword.

He had been waiting for this moment. If he had come at him calmly from the front, this plan wouldn't have worked.

Mont, having lost his senses, was swinging his battle-axe and charging at Ritz. 'Rampage' was the perfect word for it.

Ritz, with his sword at the ready, stood his ground as if to confront him. Mont, thinking he had caught Ritz, swung his axe down with all his might.

But Ritz was no longer there. He had dodged to the side at the last second.

"Whoops."

Ritz then swung his greatsword up with all his might and, without a moment's delay, struck Mont's elbow with the pommel of his sword. The battle-axe was instantly knocked from his hand and flew backward.

"What!?"

As the panicked Mont turned around, Ritz struck the back of his head with the pommel of his sword with all his might. He felt a heavy thud.

"Ugh…"

Mont groaned, but for a moment, he didn't seem to understand what had happened. He slowly started to turn towards Ritz, but before he could complete the motion, he slowly toppled over sideways.

With a heavy *thud*, Mont lay completely on the ground.

"And that's one down."

Ritz let out a big breath.

He had somehow managed to capture him without killing him. Damn, keeping them alive was much harder than killing them. He made a mental note to practice capturing people alive, out of sight of Anna and Franz, and let out a small sigh.

Sitting down next to the completely unconscious Mont, Ritz picked up the axe.

"Hello? Are you alive?"

He called out, but there was no reply. When he brought his hand to Mont's mouth to check his breathing, he could feel that he was barely breathing.

"Oops, did I hit him too hard?"

Ritz scratched his head and gave a wry smile.

"Oh well."

He figured Anna and Franz would have to forgive him for that much.

"Anna, Franz, it's over."

Ritz used his brute strength to pull over the rope Sam was tied to.

"Heave-ho."

Ritz tied the still-unconscious Mont to the same rope after Sam. Since he was strong, he tied it extra tight.

Franz brought over Bill, who had his butt fire extinguished. He seemed to be in a daze from rolling around so much. Ritz took him from Franz and tied him up after Mont.

Now all three of them were tied to the same rope. Using the rest of the rope, he wrapped it around a nearby large tree, completely immobilizing them.

And with that, the case was closed.

"Water Dragon, thank you for your hard work!"

When Anna called out to the Water Dragon, it returned to its original vessel and disappeared. For its appearance, it was truly a powerful entity.

"Now, the only thing left is to figure out how to get the Arlie back."

Ritz muttered and turned his gaze to the cabin. Behind the cabin, a large pile of red leaves was stacked up.

"Is that… the Arlie?"

"Looks like it. Well, they probably targeted it because it was being cultivated so carefully, but they didn't know how to process it, let alone its value."

"I see…"

Next to the impressed Anna, Franz staggered towards the cabin.

"What's wrong?"

"…Cleaning up my master's mess."

At Franz's mutter, Ritz burst out laughing. Anna was laughing too.

"You've got one difficult master, Franz."

"Good luck!"

"…Shut up."

Watching Franz's staggering back, Ritz suddenly remembered.

"Hey Anna, what happened to the Aerial?"

He hadn't seen Anna talking to the Aerial since they found Sam.

"Oh! The Aerial is still put away!"

Apparently, she had forgotten about it after putting it in the basket. Anna gently opened the basket.

"I'm sorry! I forgot! Don't look at me like that."

It seemed she was apologizing to the Aerial.

"I'm really sorry!"

After Anna's profuse apologies, the Aerial seemed to have cheered up, and a smile returned to Anna's face.

"Yes. We caught them properly."

Anna nodded and smiled at the Aerial. Then, a gust of wind blew up from Anna's palm. The wind whipped up her hair, rustled the trees in the forest, and carried the fallen leaves up into the sky.

Anna watched its departure intently. Even Ritz, who couldn't see spirits, understood the situation. The Aerial had returned home.

Aerials were spirits that loved freedom. Now that the incident was resolved, she had finally regained her original freedom.

After watching the sky for a while, Anna turned to him with a beaming smile.

"It said 'thank you'!"

"I see. That's good."

"Yes!"

Though it lost its companions, wind spirits are born from the wind. It would surely meet many new companions soon.

"Well then, I'll ring the bell."

"Okay!"

Ritz returned to his luggage and took out the bell. He had borrowed this bell from Nors the day before, and it was a prized possession that could be heard over a wide area.

After ringing the bell with all his might, Ritz decided to wait for the merchants and take a break. In the meantime, he checked the large quantity of Arlie.

The Arlie seemed to have been left as it was after being stolen, but surprisingly, it was as fresh as if it had just been picked, and had dried beautifully. It was fortunate that they had left it untouched.

If it had been carefully stored, it might have rotted instead of drying. You never know what will turn out to be a blessing.

The three of them were relieved that it was safe. Even if they caught the culprits, it would be meaningless if the Arlie wasn't recovered.

Then they found it: the bottle and stake set. And right next to it was the instruction manual Sam had mentioned. According to the manual, this was a genuine magical item. And it seemed to be from the Water Main Temple.

*Proper Use of the Bottle and Stake of Moisture*

This is a very convenient tool that can be used on a village-wide scale. However, improper use can lead to disaster, so please be sure to have a spirit user or a water priest present when using it. Also, please use this only in villages affected by drought. Wind spirits can also enter, but please never put them inside. We will not be held responsible for any rampage that may occur.

Instructions

1. Submerge the bottle in a well.

2. Borrow one spirit from a water spirit user and transfer the spirit to the stake.

3. When the water spirit in the stake uses its power, the water will become a large quantity of water and return to the bottle. Wait for that water to replenish the well.

4. When the well is full, please do not forget to release the spirit from the stake.

The spirit will have consumed a considerable amount of power, so please do not forget to provide follow-up care.

Please use this with a sense of gratitude towards the water spirit. Water Main Temple*

"Why the hell would your master trade something this important for junk?"

Ritz couldn't help but complain. If it weren't for this, the three brothers wouldn't have done something so stupid.

"It happens sometimes. We've been yelled at a few times before."

Though his expression was blank, Franz said it with a truly weary look on his face. Anna burst out laughing at the sight of him.

"What?"

"Because making you look like that, Orphe must be a really difficult person!"

Ritz also burst out laughing.

"He's certainly a handful!"

"Right? So, what are you going to do with this bottle and stake?"

Having been glared at by Franz for laughing, Anna asked without hesitation. To which Franz's reply was concise.

"Make the original owner dispose of it."

It was the most reasonable solution. Anna nodded, and Ritz started laughing. The best thing would be to have the Saradio merchants who were transporting the herbs deliver it to Orphe.

After that, the three of them were eating the remaining meat pies for a break when they heard something like a scream.

"Aaaah! Stay away!!"

It was Sam and the others, tied up outside.

"What the?"

When Ritz looked outside, a small flame was moving around the three of them.

"Oh, it's Sara-chan."

At Anna's words, Franz also leaned forward in surprise. There it was, the Salamander Franz had saved. The Salamander had apparently been following them all this time.

Seeing the three of them stick their heads out the window, the Salamander chirped happily, "*kee*."

"What are you going to do, Franz?"

When Ritz asked, Franz frowned in confusion, but after a moment, he seemed to have made up his mind.

"I'll take it with me."

"Yay, Sara-chan is one of us!"

Next to the innocently joyful Anna, Franz sighed.

"I'm the one who has to look after it."

And so, the Salamander, Sara-chan, became their companion.

"Master Franz!"

The call of men could be heard from a distance. It seemed the group of Saradio merchants had finally arrived.

For a moment, the three of them stared blankly at the group of merchants, but finally, the realization that it was over washed over them in a wave of relief.

"And with that, case closed, right?"

Ritz turned to Anna and Franz with a smile.

"Yes!"

"So it seems."

The two of them also nodded at each other with relieved faces.

Soon, at the sound of an approaching carriage, Anna leaned out the window.

"Over here!"

Anna waved at the merchants with a beaming smile. And so, having successfully captured the culprits, Ritz and his party safely recovered the Arlie.
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			Having entrusted the Arlie to the Saradio merchants and delivered the criminals to the village chief, the party returned to the Goddess's Palm Inn.

Morris and the others wanted to hear the whole story of the herb theft, but they asked to postpone it until the next day. Anna ate dinner and went straight to bed. Franz was in a similar state; both of them were unconscious the moment they got into bed.

The next morning, when she went down to the dining hall with a finally clear head, she found the only energetic one, Ritz. And with him was, surprisingly, the village chief, Morris. For some reason, the village chief was having breakfast facing Ritz.

"Good morning, Mr. Village Chief!"

When Anna approached the two and bowed her head, the village chief smiled broadly.

"Good morning, Anna-kun."

"You're up early."

"You think so? Farmers are early risers."

"That's true."

When Anna lived in the village, she usually woke up at 4:30 every morning.

"I've already finished one job. The processing of the Arlie has begun, and the handling of the criminals is also taken care of."

"Huh?"

She was speechless at how quickly he worked, and Ritz shrugged.

"…So he says. I just heard myself."

"You really were up early this morning, weren't you?"

"Well, yeah."

Anna pulled out a chair and sat at the table. Fragrant, freshly baked bread was placed in a basket in the center of the table. As she was deciding which one to take, Ritz asked while tearing off a piece of bread.

"Where's Franz?"

"Hmm, still fast asleep."

Franz was at the peak of his exhaustion, so she felt sorry for him and didn't wake him up. Unless he was woken, he probably wouldn't show up.

"Was the Arlie alright?"

When Ritz asked the village chief while tearing his bread, the chief answered with a smile.

"It was fine. The condition was good, so it was a real help."

It seemed the well-dried state was a good thing. She was truly glad it didn't turn into a disaster.

"The village is in an uproar right now with everyone pitching in. It will take about three more days before we can give you the herbs."

"Three days…"

It seemed they would be able to stay in this village for at least three more days. She had been unconscious when she first came to Tushil, and with all the commotion, she hadn't really seen the village properly, so she decided to spend the three days sightseeing.

"Mr. Village Chief, what about the criminals?"

When Anna asked, the village chief said cheerfully.

"The criminals are on display in the plaza. Come and see them later."

On display? She tilted her head and looked at Ritz, who also seemed not to know and shrugged. She didn't really understand, but Anna promised the village chief she would go see them later.

"Well then, I'm off to process the herbs. I just wanted to thank you all."

The village chief said, finished the rest of his breakfast in one go, and stood up.

"Well then, see you later!"

After the village chief left, she enjoyed breakfast with just Ritz for a while.

"This bread is so fragrant. I really do prefer whole wheat."

"Me too. But it's hard to pass up that fluffy white bread made from refined flour."

"I know, I know! But it's so expensive."

"It is."

While savoring her breakfast, she looked out the window and could see the lively hustle and bustle of people. Anna was incredibly happy to have been of some help.

By the time their breakfast was over and they were having their post-meal tea, Franz finally woke up.

"Good morning, Ritz, Anna."

"Hey. It'll be three days until the herbs are ready. Take it easy and get rid of your fatigue completely."

Perhaps feeling sleepy after being full, Ritz said this while stifling a yawn.

"You too, Ritz."

So saying, Franz yawned. Was Ritz's yawn contagious, or was he still not getting enough sleep? Which was it?

"*Kee*!"

At the sudden voice, Anna and Franz looked under the table. At Franz's feet, Sara was sitting with her mouth wide open, seemingly trying hard to say something.

"Oh! Good morning, Sara-chan!"

At Anna's voice, Sara, who had been mumbling for a while, finally managed to speak after a moment.

"G'morn, *kee*."

It seemed she was starting to learn a few words.

"S-so cute!"

Anna's face broke into a smile. If she could touch Sara, she would pick her up and nuzzle her. The fact that she couldn't was a little disappointing.

"Hey, hey, sleeping is fine, but why don't we go for a walk?"

Giving up on fussing over Sara, Anna looked at the two of them. She couldn't stop thinking about what the village chief had said earlier. But the two of them had contrasting expressions.

Ritz didn't seem to have any particular objection, but Franz looked openly displeased.

"Let's go. A walk is a form of rest too."

When she pushed with a smile, Franz reluctantly agreed to a walk.

After a short rest after breakfast, the three of them, who hadn't had a chance to leisurely look around the village, were finally able to do so.

Everywhere they went, they were surrounded by a crowd of people, but that was probably unavoidable. After escaping from the villagers, the three of them finally arrived at the village's central plaza, which the village chief had told them about.

There was a circular fountain there, and a crowd had gathered around a pillar nearby.

"Look, look, Ritz! That!"

Peeking into the crowd, Anna couldn't help but let out a cry. Ritz, being tall, must have spotted it earlier, as he was stroking his chin with a grin.

"What's there?"

Unable to see, Franz muttered in a grumpy tone.

"The criminals, they're tied up!"

Seeing the three of them, the villagers made way, and they were finally able to get close to the criminals.

At the pillar near the fountain, the three criminals were tied up, stripped to the waist, and a large pile of wheat stalks was placed nearby. A sign hung around each of their necks, with something written on it. Anna read it aloud.

"These men are great criminals who stole the Arlie. Therefore, all villagers have the right to torture them with these wheat stalks… it says!"

Even as she spoke, the villagers were taking turns tickling their upper bodies with the wheat stalks.

"S-stop it! Bwahahaha, heeheeheehee!"

The three brothers were laughing while drooling, snot running down their faces, and tears streaming from their eyes. The village chief, true to his character, had come up with a carefree and, moreover, a good idea that allowed all the villagers to equally vent their resentment and stress.

"H-help us!"

Noticing them, the three of them pleaded for help. Being tickled by all sorts of people all day long must be quite unbearable.

"You're being punished because you did something bad. You have to endure it!"

Even Anna, who was weakest to pleas for help, couldn't listen to this one. Because if you do something bad, it's only natural to be punished.

"No way…"

The Scott brothers hung their heads in dejection. If only they would change their ways after this.

"Help us!"

The three of them's screams continued to be heard for the next three days, until Ritz and the others left the village.

Three days later. The three of them, having finished packing, were to depart from the Goddess's Palm Inn, which had taken such good care of them. Philia had once again made them those meat pies for their meal that day.

"Thank you very much, Philia-san."

On behalf of the three of them, Anna gratefully accepted the meat pies.

"Don't worry about the bill! You don't have to pay."

Thanks to Morris's kind gesture, their week's worth of accommodation and meals were all free. On top of that, the couple even gave the three of them some souvenirs. She felt a little bad about it.

"Come and visit again."

Hugging the teary-eyed, sad-looking Philia, Morris saw them off with a smile.

"Thank you for everything. You were a great help."

If it weren't for them, Anna's life would have been lost. If that had happened, his reputation for having taken her in would have been completely ruined.

Even before that, losing Anna, who still had a long life ahead of her, due to his own mistake was unforgivable.

To Ritz's deep bow, Morris made a troubled face.

"Come on, now. This village was the one that was saved. This is the only way I can thank you. I'm the one who feels sorry."

Morris moved away from Philia and extended his right hand to Ritz.

"We're the ones who are sorry for being helped."

Ritz shook his hand in return. Next was Franz, and finally, Anna.

"Thank you, Ritz-kun, Franz-kun, Anna-chan. Stay safe and do your best."

Waving goodbye to Morris and Philia with a smile, the three of them left the Goddess's Palm Inn. Anna continued to wave vigorously, filled with gratitude, until the two of them were out of sight. Eventually, Anna looked up at Ritz with a light skip in her step.

"Ritz, they were such nice people!"

Anna must have been incredibly happy to have been treated so kindly at the first inn she had ever stayed at.

"They were."

Anna happily waved at the people passing by who were seeing them off. When they finally reached the village-run herb shop, the village chief was already waiting with the herbs packed. She had thought it would be a large load, but it was surprisingly compact, which was a relief. If the three of them divided it, it would likely fit in their bags.

"These are all top-quality. They're twice as effective as other herbs, so you only need to use half the amount."

The three of them nodded at the village chief's explanation.

"Also, it's not much, but please take this."

What the village chief handed over was a cloth bag filled with a large quantity of vegetables. Vegetables as a souvenir… it seemed she had a knack for ending up in these situations.

"Sorry to put you to trouble."

Shouldering the vegetable bag, Ritz bowed his head. It was heavy, but helpful. They wouldn't have to worry about going hungry for a while.

"You all helped us out a lot. I thought about giving you something else, but I didn't want to burden you with too much luggage, so please take this."

What the village chief handed them was a book about medicinal herbs.

"This book has instructions on how to use this herb, as well as other herbs, so please make good use of it."

Anna respectfully accepted the book.

"Well then, we'll be going now. Please take care, everyone."

The village chief nodded at Ritz's words.

"I shouldn't keep you. You all take care as well."

The village chief shook Anna's and Franz's hands, wishing them a safe journey and expressing his gratitude. When Ritz extended his hand, the village chief hesitated for a moment before shaking it.

Ritz felt a sense of unease at that strange hesitation, but the village chief acted as if nothing had happened, showing his usual kind smile.

"Thank you, truly. Thanks to you, all the villagers said they've found the strength to grow even better herbs next year. Be careful on your journey."

"You take care too, Chief."

At Ritz's words, the village chief looked as if he wanted to say something, but he quickly suppressed it and put on his usual smile.

For a moment, something nostalgic flashed through Ritz's mind, but he couldn't remember where it came from.

But this was no time for sentimentality.

While the village chief and the three of them were having this exchange, a large crowd of people had gathered and begun to pray for their gratitude and future safety. In no time, it became a huge commotion.

They didn't think they had done anything particularly special, but from the townspeople's perspective, they were heroes. The more they were thanked, the more embarrassed they felt, and they started to want to hide somewhere.

For the three of them, it was a two-birds-one-stone situation where they had repaid the people who had helped them and also secured their travel funds, but at this rate, it was as if they had accomplished something incredible.

The three of them's steps towards the Traveler's Highway unknowingly quickened. If they were revered any more than this, they would be too embarrassed to know what to do. In the meantime, more and more villagers appeared to bid them farewell. It might have been better to act like heroes and be dignified, but they were not in the mood to take on such an attitude.

After all, they had forgotten to buy medicinal herbs, rushed to the village, been saved, and then made their travel funds with the money they had extorted from the merchants.

Finally, at the outskirts of the village where the crowd of villagers had thinned, the three of them let out a big sigh.

"That was embarrassing."

Anna also looked troubled, scratching her cheek and smiling shyly.

"You can say that again."

"Yeah."

The three of them looked at each other and laughed.

"We can't be heroes, personality-wise."

Anna and Franz also nodded at Ritz's pathetic comment. 'Not cut out for it' was the perfect description for them.

"Alright, let's set our sights on the Royal Capital once again."

Ritz shouldered his luggage and gazed at the still-unseen destination far ahead. Naturally, Anna and Franz also looked in that direction. At the end of this road was their first destination.

"Well, shall we go?"

"Yeah."

"Yay, the sea!"

Just as they were about to take a step, they turned around at a desperate voice calling out from behind them.

"Wait, Ritz-kun!"

Running towards them was the village chief. He was out of breath as he finally reached them. Had he forgotten to say something? Come to think of it, when they parted just now, he had seemed a little different.

The three of them patiently waited for the village chief to catch his breath. Finally, with his breathing settled, the village chief said in a small voice.

"I was hesitant. I thought it would be better not to say anything, but I really wanted to."

Something was bothering him. It was so close he could almost touch it, but he couldn't remember, which was frustrating. To this Ritz, the village chief, with a determined look on his face, continued, word by word.

"But I didn't know if that was a good thing. I've changed too much, and you, big brother, haven't changed at all."

The village chief's eyes were looking straight at Ritz. Their gazes met.

"Big brother…?"

The village chief looked at the muttering Ritz as if he were looking at something dazzling. That face… he had thought it before, but it really did feel nostalgic.

"Chief, have we met before?"

The village chief nodded. The hazy memory felt like it was gradually becoming clearer.

"Ritz-niichan. It was good to see you again after forty years. At that time too, I told myself I shouldn't hold you back, but I ended up holding you back, didn't I?"

At the village chief's words, Ritz stared at him intently. Forty years ago… come to think of it, he had helped a boy who was crying after losing a fight in this village.

*'Why are you being bullied?'*

*'I don't know. They say I'm a weakling even though I'm the village chief's son.'*

A scene from the past came back to him.

*'So, you're going to be the village chief in the future?'*

*'…Yeah.'*

That boy's name was Nors…

"…You're Nors? That…"

"That's right, niichan."

At that time, Ritz had just started his journey. He was even more ignorant of the world than Anna was now, and he was a hopeless travel beginner who didn't know about money or how society worked.

He had come to this village because it was the herb shipping season and there seemed to be work.

While looking for a job, Ritz met Nors. The small, weak boy who looked up to the unreliable Ritz, who had just started his journey, calling him 'niichan,' and followed him around for the few days he was in the village. That boy had now grown up and was standing before Ritz as the village chief.

"I see… you've grown up."

When they parted, at this very spot, Nors had cried and held Ritz back.

*'Don't go, niichan! Stay in this village forever!!'*

Ritz knelt before the crying, shouting boy Nors and gently patted his head.

*'Men don't cry so easily. It's okay, we'll meet again. When you get stronger at fighting, I'll come see you again.'*

But the promise was never kept, and moreover, he had completely forgotten about it until now. After that, Ritz, due to his ignorance of the world, came close to death, and thanks to that, he met a friend he could trust from the bottom of his heart.

In the midst of his friendship with that friend, Ritz forgot about Nors. His surroundings were changing so rapidly that the encounter of a few days had faded away.

And yet, Nors had remembered him all this time. It was only for a few days, but for him, it was a memory of a lifetime.

Time flows. The long time that passed while he had closed his heart flowed equally for everyone.

"So, when you said you had met a member of the spirit clan once before…"

To Anna, who asked from the side of the stunned Ritz, the village chief nodded gently, tears welling in his eyes.

"Of course, it was him. When I realized he had forgotten, I thought I shouldn't say anything, but then I thought I might not see him again, so I just blurted it out."

Nors, who smiled shyly, also smiled sadly.

"If you come again in forty years, niichan, I won't be in this world anymore. So I wanted to say thank you one last time. And that I became the village chief."

At those words, Ritz looked up. Looking at the village chief's face, Ritz smiled as if he were speaking to the old Nors and asked.

"Did you get stronger at fighting?"

"I found many better things than fighting, niichan."

The village chief smiled shyly, like a young boy. To Ritz, that smile overlapped with the Nors of the past.

"I see… you're right."

For a moment, he smiled at Nors, then turned his body towards the Traveler's Highway. Nostalgia, happiness that he was remembered, and guilt for having forgotten.

And… the pain that he was the only one who hadn't changed at all passed through his heart.

"Do your best, Nors."

"Thank you. You take care too, niichan."

Without looking back, Ritz started walking down the Traveler's Highway.

"Hey, wait up, Ritz!"

Franz and Anna, who had been listening blankly to their exchange with surprised faces, hurriedly chased after Ritz, not wanting to be left behind.

"Come on, or I'll leave you behind!"

"Okay!"

Towards their destination, the journey of the three begins once again.

An aside.

--A few weeks later, at Orphe's house on the outskirts of Saradio.

"Oops, did I sell the wrong thing again?"

Orphe gave a shy laugh and looked at the tool the Saradio merchant had brought.

Inside was, of course, the crystal bottle and stake set. And a letter of scolding from his one and only beloved apprentice, Franz.

*Master Orphe,

Please sort your important items properly.

Be careful not to sell them under any circumstances!

For the most part, you are too sloppy, Master.

This is what happens when you don't separate what you need from what you don't.

Do you have any idea how much trouble you caused people?

Please make sure this never happens again! Franz*

"Oh my, did I make Franz angry?"

Orphe laughed happily to himself.
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			Attack! Dinner on the Road, Part 1

			This is a bonus story from Volume 2. The timeline is set between the end of Volume 2 and the beginning of Volume 3.

What in the world do our three travelers eat for dinner on the road?

This is the story of one of those very ordinary travel dinners.

Packed with comedy!
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			The light of the flame spilling from the lamp beside the bed flickered quietly across the man's face.

The man lay on the crude wooden bed, his face ashen. His eyes were slightly open, as if lost in thought. The flickering of the faintly burning flame felt like the last glimmer of a man about to depart for the land of the dead.

In the simple log room, there was nothing that could be called a luxury; the faintly flickering lamplight was the room's only illumination.

A bed, a side chair, and a small writing desk were all the room contained.

Even in this poor, sparsely furnished house, this room in particular lacked any sense of being lived in.

At the brink of death, the man's gaze wandered faintly. He couldn't help but feel that this lonely room suited him, a man who had cast away his own status and honor to flee.

But…

The man looked at the woman sitting in the chair beside him, her body slightly bent as she knitted. In her hands was a half-finished child's sock, knitted from old cotton thread.

It would be one thing to die alone in a ditch. But he had a beloved family. He had always wished he wouldn't burden them, yet in the end, he had to leave them with a heavy load. He was a disgrace to himself.

But she had accepted it all with a smile, without a hint of resentment. Her smile was completely unchanged from when they had lived in that dazzling world. Even that filled him with guilt.

"I'm causing you so much trouble."

When he spoke, the woman beside him—his wife—offered a quiet, soft smile that seemed to unravel. The man's cheeks relaxed as well. It was because of her that he had been able to endure any hardship. It was because of her that he had been able to hold on to the hope he had nearly cast away.

It was because she was there that he had been able to accept even the downfall of his life and continue to live until now.

"It's no trouble at all."

"But…"

The man knew. He knew that her clothes were remade from old ones. That their child's socks were re-knitted from an old sweater. That she, who had once lived in that glamorous world, now struggled for a single piece of clothing.

"It's alright. I've never truly suffered. After all, we have him, don't we?"

"…You're right."

"Yes. So I'll be fine. You can rest easy."

The wife said this with a smile, but the man could sense the deep sorrow that faintly colored her expression.

The lamp's flame popped with a small crackle.

A sacred, tranquil air flowed between the two.

Unconsciously, the couple sensed that this was their final moment. And so, she listened intently, so as not to miss a single word her husband said.

"I wish I could have left you with at least a little something more."

With a quiet sigh, the man closed his eyes in pain.

"We'll be alright. We'll manage somehow."

"…I see…"

In the quiet, the man suddenly reminisced about the past. Himself in his glamorous days, and himself living a life of simplicity. Which had been happier?

The woman simply watched quietly as the man's consciousness wandered hazily through the past, waiting for him to speak again. The only sounds in the room were the faint crackling of the lamp's flame and their breathing.

In the silence that seemed to stretch on for an eternity, the woman heard the man's final, great, and quiet sigh.

"…My love?"

She spoke to him, knowing that no reply would ever come.

"My love… are you gone?"

No answer ever returned from the man. The woman knew her companion was lost to her forever.

He had departed on a distant journey.

Leaving her behind…

The man had quietly drawn the curtain on his own life in a final reminiscence. It was very fitting for him, she thought vaguely.

The woman left behind simply stared blankly at the flickering lamplight, her tears flowing endlessly.

"I'm home! Mom, where's Dad?"

The sound of light footsteps came from the next room, and a small boy came to the woman's side, nestling close.

All the man had left behind was the mountain this house stood on, a certain secret fortune, and this boy.

But that alone would be enough to support the woman.

"My dear, say goodbye to your father…"

At the woman's words, the boy seemed to understand everything.

"Dad… is he dead?"

The woman silently nodded at the boy's trembling question.

"…Dad… Dad! No, wake up!"

As she watched her child cling to the man's body and cry, tears overflowed endlessly. But she wiped them away, slowly stood up, and turned her back on her husband's remains.

After her farewell with the man was over, she had things to do. She had to accomplish them perfectly.

"No matter what, I will raise this child to be a fine man. Until the day I can tell him who you truly were."

The woman placed her hand on the door and quietly left the room.

To do what she had to do.
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			The time was late October of the 1572nd year of the Yuresla Kingdom Calendar.

Ignoring the deepening autumn chill, the three of them were proceeding at an utterly leisurely and relaxed pace.

Six days had passed since they left Tushil Village. Ritz's party had crossed the border between the Saradio and Faldina autonomous regions and were now a day or two away from their next destination, Faldina.

A town that shares its name with its autonomous region is the central city of that region. The town of Faldina was, therefore, the most prosperous town in the Faldina Autonomous Region.

"Let's see, the famous products of Faldina are… flowers? Hey Ritz, apparently they eat flowers!"

Anna, holding a Yuresla Kingdom Tourist Guidebook she had bought on a whim amidst the chaos in Tushil Village, looked up at Ritz's face far above her with a joyful expression.

"Yeah, that's right. Though they don't exactly fill you up."

*More than that, I want to eat my fill of meat dishes,* Ritz thought, but didn't say it out loud.

They hadn't lacked for food in Tushil, but on the road, meals were scarce. They still had the ingredients they had received, but they were mainly vegetables.

Anna was delighted, but Ritz was left wanting. Moreover, a journey with two beginners was excruciatingly long. A distance Ritz could cover in a single day took them two and a half days.

He let out a quiet sigh, but Anna, oblivious to his state, continued to talk happily.

"You know, I thought flowers were just for looking at. You thought so too, right, Franz?"

Having received no interest from Ritz, Anna seemed to have changed her target to Franz Lucina, from whom she might get a response.

"…That's right."

However, Franz, who had been addressed, had no energy to reply. Even though he was getting used to it, for Franz, continuing to walk and camp out was an extreme hardship. His blue eyes had already lost their focus.

Feeling it was a bit cruel to sacrifice Franz like this, Ritz answered Anna in his stead.

"Well, we have a bit of money to spare, so let's try some when we get to town."

After saying it, he tilted his head, trying to remember.

"But it's the wrong season. They might not have any."

Flowers should bloom in spring and summer. But now it was the height of autumn.

"It'd be nice if they did, right?"

Ritz couldn't help but smile at Anna's persistence.

"If they do."

"Yay! I'm so happy!"

Anna's red braids swayed as she skipped lightly down the road. Did the word "tired" not exist in Anna's dictionary? Or was she just incredibly tough?

"She's really full of energy. Unlike someone else I know."

Franz sharply retorted to Ritz's murmur.

"…My apologies."

In his hand, even in broad daylight, was a lamp with a burning flame. The flame inside was no ordinary flame. It was a juvenile Salamander that they had happened to pick up in the previous village. Its name, given by Anna, was 'Sara-chan'.

It had been several weeks since these three… and one animal… had met by chance and set out on their journey.

At first, Ritz had been greatly perplexed by the journey with two youngsters, something he had never experienced before, but he had grown quite used to it. For Ritz, a journey had always meant a life of wandering to escape reality, and companions had always meant having a goal or purpose, always striving forward.

But to travel so leisurely without a purpose, and to watch his companions learn and grow before his eyes, was also enjoyable. Traveling so leisurely made the tense pressure he had been under until now feel like a lie, and life felt a little easier.

Since he had decided to enjoy it, Ritz intended to do so for as long as he was with them. Naturally, while fulfilling his duties as their guardian.

He had a long life ahead of him, so he had more than enough time to accompany them.

Walking leisurely behind Anna, who walked with a light step, and Franz, who stumbled behind her, Ritz looked up at the sky.

They had taken several breaks since morning, so it would be evening soon. This seemed like a good place.

"Alright, let's call it a day and rest here."

It was a bit early, but Ritz suggested it to the other two. Rest early, depart early. This was the iron rule of travel. And for a journey with beginners, it was an essential condition.

"Okay then, I'm making stew today!"

Since leaving the last village, Tushil, the three of them had basically been on a cooking rota. On the journey from Saradio to Tushil, there had been no rota because they had almost no food. There had been no need to cook.

But this time was completely different.

The three of them, having made a bit of money from the recent incident, had a considerable financial cushion and were carrying a large amount of food. Not only that, they also had plenty of food in the form of the villagers' goodwill.

They had a substantial, though compactly packed, amount of medicinal herbs as payment for the last job, which included herbs and herbal tea.

So now, they were living a life so rich that they could even have tea time after meals.

This meant that Ritz, the strongest of the three, had a significantly heavier load and burden, but a heavy load was far better than an empty stomach.

Today was Anna's turn, who spent the longest time making the most elaborate dishes. Ritz, anticipating this, had suggested an early break.

By the way, last night's dinner had been made by Franz, a dish that was a bold showcase of its ingredients. To put it simply, it was just boiled potatoes served on a plate.

It was impossible to mess up, but of course, there was nothing else.

"Let's see, dried meat, dried tomatoes, potatoes, and… oh, I'll use the onions too!"

Anna cheerfully took out food and a pot from the large hemp sack Ritz had set on the ground and began deftly preparing the ingredients with a knife.

Her hands were skilled, and her prep work was fast. Yet, for some reason, Anna always took a long time.

Watching closely, it seemed she wasn't good at organizing her steps, like boiling water while doing prep work, or letting the flour rest while sautéing something else.

Perhaps she was too used to cooking with a large group at the orphanage and was not good at cooking alone. With many people, everyone would have their own station, and no one would have to do everything by themselves.

Even understanding this, it felt wrong to interfere when Anna was so enthusiastic.

In the meantime, Ritz and Franz were in charge of building a hearth and starting a fire. Since there was no water source without entering the forest, Ritz was also carrying the water to ensure the safety of the two travel beginners.

Franz and Anna didn't know it, but the luggage Ritz carried so easily was no small weight. Including the cold-weather gear for the recent chilly nights, the two of them probably wouldn't be able to move it an inch.

But it wasn't in Ritz's nature to complain here. To say he was stubborn or trying to act cool might be a kind way to put it, but the truth was different. Quips and complaints came naturally to him as part of his persona. He had established the personality he should maintain, and he had no intention of faking it.

But he couldn't speak his true feelings to anyone but those he trusted, and for now, he didn't feel like he could open up to these charges of his. Besides, if he showed his true self, he probably couldn't stay with these two.

Especially Anna. Anna, who would never forgive killing, but Ritz had cut down countless people as a mercenary and in the kingdom's wars. He couldn't imagine the look on her face if she found out.

So Ritz had no choice but to keep it completely hidden.

After building the hearth, he took Sara out of the lamp and tossed her inside. The flames immediately roared to life. A living fire starter.

"Happ-kee-kee-kee!"

Frolicking and crying out inside the hearth, Sara ate the roaring flames and was the first to enjoy a pleasant break.

"It's 'happy,' you know. Not 'happ-kee'."

Ritz sighed as Anna began to fuss over Sara-chan, even though her cooking already took a long time, and made way for her.

The first day she had cooked, he had been exasperated by the sheer length of time it took. But now that he knew her cooking took a while, it didn't bother him. He just had to find other things to do to kill time.

Anna's cooking began with simmering dried meat in a generous amount of water. She was probably trying to rehydrate the meat while making a stock. From Ritz's perspective, this would probably take at least an hour.

Next, she put dried tomatoes in the pot and simmered them with the meat. This would probably take another hour for her, though Ritz could do it in 30 minutes. In the meantime, she kneaded flour and baked something like bread in an iron pot. Letting it rest would take even more time.

He thought that if she chopped all the ingredients first, made the bread while simmering the meat, and did the other preparations, she could finish in less than half the time, but she had her own way of doing things. It was best to leave her to it.

In the end, Ritz and Franz, not content with just setting up their sleeping spot at the edge of the forest, ended up making stone chairs for everyone out of sheer boredom.

And still, the potatoes and onions hadn't even gone into the pot.

So, the only thing to do to pass the time was Ritz's swordsmanship class.

Once every three days, on Anna's cooking day, the two decided to practice with the sword. If they didn't do at least that much, it would be extremely boring, and it was much better than just staring blankly at the fire.

Today was the second time.

It wasn't because of some change of heart that Franz, a master of Fire Spirits, began practicing with the sword.

It was simply the result of racking their brains for some useful way for the two of them to kill the considerable amount of time until Anna's cooking was ready.

Self-defense was essential for traveling. Yuresla was currently the most peaceful country on the Eneonea Continent, and it was said that there were very few robbers and thugs. But few did not mean none.

That's why Ritz always carried a sword for self-defense, even when just popping out into town. When that was too much, he always carried a knife. As long as he was in a combat profession, danger was always close by.

And then there were wild animals. This highway was well-maintained, and wild animals rarely appeared, but there was the incident with the poisonous snake.

One might think they should just train Franz's flames, but Franz had poor motor skills and, despite being a spirit user, his proficiency with Fire Spirits was quite low. He knew Franz was practicing hard, but his progress was slow.

But Ritz wasn't an expert in that field, so he couldn't give any advice.

So, his aim was to at least teach him some basic self-defense.

However, Franz didn't have a weapon. Ritz could lend him one, but his greatsword was so heavy that Franz could barely lift it, let alone swing it around, so it was pointless.

That's why they decided to use branches that could be easily found in the forest.

The rules of their training were simple: Franz had to hit Ritz's body anywhere with the wooden branch he was holding. That was it.

Ritz had said he would buy a weapon once Franz got more used to it, but Franz wouldn't nod his head.

Franz seemed to feel that it was a waste for him to have a sword, given his incompetence at even swinging a wooden branch.

Franz was in charge of the finances, and he was also frugal. Unless Franz was convinced, the purse strings would not be loosened.

"Alright, come at me from anywhere!"

Ritz playfully raised a wooden branch towards Franz.

Since Franz had a wooden branch, Ritz couldn't use his greatsword. Instantly, Franz's eyes took on a serious look. He had recently discovered that Franz was quite a sore loser. He was probably the type with a pretty high pride to begin with.

That's why he, who had never once managed to land the tip of his branch on Ritz, was quite serious, even if it was just to kill time until dinner.

But Ritz didn't go out of his way to teach Franz the sword. He knew all too well that you couldn't grasp the feel of these things unless you learned them yourself first. He thought it would be enough if Franz got a little more used to it, realized his own weaknesses, and then asked about them.

But of course, Franz didn't seem to think so. It seemed he thought he was being played with. In reality, Ritz was half-playing around, so he had no intention of correcting him.

"Oh, you're getting serious, huh?"

When the poised Ritz showed a confident smile, his blue eyes narrowed sharply. The fighting spirit of a sore loser flared up.

"…Today, I'll hit you!"

Franz decisively stepped in and aimed the twig at Ritz's torso.

"Too slow!"

Ritz easily deflected Franz's twig. The twig bent lightly and fell to the ground. He had timed it so he didn't put enough force into it to break the twig.

"I can see your moves too clearly, Franz. I can feel your killing intent, though."

Even in the middle of practice, Ritz would laugh and give Franz advice. It was always a repetition of this. And yet, he never gave Franz an opening.

That seemed to irk Franz even more.

"…Damn it, why can't I hit you?"

Perhaps because he was getting impatient, Franz gradually lost his composure and began to swing the twig around frantically. Despite his expressionless face, his emotions were quite intense.

"You know, you follow where you're going to aim next with your eyes. That's not good."

Ritz advised as he nonchalantly dodged the twig, but when Franz was focused, he had a habit of not hearing anything.

"Ritz, Franz, it's ready!"

As they were doing this, a considerable amount of time must have passed, because Anna, whose cooking was finally done, called to them from near the pot.

"Hey, Franz, she says dinner's ready."

Ritz spoke to Franz as he dodged his still frantic attacks, but he seemed to be completely absorbed.

"I said, dinner's ready."

At this rate, he had no choice but to give him a good whack.

"…Can't be helped."

Taking care not to injure him, Ritz took a step back from Franz and raised the twig with one hand. This was what the twig was for.

"Alright, here I go."

Muttering leisurely, Ritz put strength into his leading foot as he prepared to step in. Just as he turned his gaze to Franz, the bushes behind him suddenly rustled. It was clearly the sound of a living creature.

"…?"

Remembering the poisonous snake incident on the way to Tushil Village, Ritz instinctively threw down the twig, turned around, and drew his greatsword.

Even for the travel-hardened Ritz, there was no telling what might emerge from the darkness of the night. These were the moments that were the most tense.

In this tense moment, Ritz had forgotten one important thing. That Franz, completely oblivious to the situation, was behind him.

But even he was sometimes careless. What's more, there was a companion behind him. He hadn't thought for a moment that he would be attacked in this situation.

"Who's there?"

The moment he called out towards the bushes, Franz, who had been waiting for an opening, unleashed a full-force blow to Ritz's back. The thin twig bent and made a sharp *crack*. The whip-like twig was incredibly painful.

"Ow-ow-ow-owww!"

While writhing from the sudden blow from behind, which he had been completely unprepared for, Ritz did not neglect his watch on what was in front of him.

"Ritz, I got one!"

Franz said to Ritz, out of breath, but it was only then that he noticed the movement in the bushes Ritz was facing.

"Ah… sorry…"

Without looking at the apologetic Franz, he gave a small nod in return.

"What, what's wrong?"

"Anna, stay by the fire!"

Stopping Anna from running over, Ritz slowly closed the distance to the bushes, sword in hand.

"I'll back you up."

Franz said curtly and raised a hand to call forth a spirit. The bushes rustled with an even louder sound.

"O, Spirit of Flame, lend me your power!"

Franz's incantation and Ritz's lunge happened almost simultaneously. But the situation took an unexpected turn.

"I'm human, please don't kill me!"

A filthy man came tumbling out at the feet of Ritz, who had been about to enter the bushes. The cloak he wore for warmth was wrapped around him like a bagworm's cocoon.

"I'm not suspicious! I'm just lost!"

The terrified man prostrated himself at Ritz's feet, trembling all over. Ritz grabbed the man and pulled him to his feet.

"You know, getting lost in a forest is suicide."

Anna, having determined there was no danger, ran over and brushed the grass and dirt off the man's clothes.

"Are you alright?"

"Thank you, young lady."

Ritz let out a big sigh. A little later, and he might have cut him down with his greatsword.

"I'm sorry."

The man, who had finally raised his face, couldn't seem to stop trembling, even though he had calmed down. Moreover, his feet were unsteady, and it was unclear if it was from trembling or dizziness.

"What's wrong? Are you cold?"

The man shook his head vigorously at Ritz's question. Just that movement made him look like he was about to fall over.

"…It's embarrassing to say, but I'm starving… I feel like I'm going to die. Please, give me something to eat."

Ritz couldn't help but look at Anna and Franz's faces. He didn't think it was possible, but had he been drawn here by the smell of Anna's cooking?

"What good timing…"

Franz, who seemed to have thought the same thing, tilted his head with his usual expressionless face, but Anna smiled brightly. It was impossible not to be happy when someone said her cooking smelled delicious.

"I made a dried meat and tomato stew. Please, have some."

Anna was a daughter of the church, raised to believe that giving to others was a virtue. For her, giving to a hungry person was a matter of course.

"If Anna says so, it's fine. Go ahead and eat. We'll hear your story after that… By the way, Anna."

Ritz suddenly called to Anna with a serious face.

"What is it?"

"Could you take a look at my back?"

Ritz rubbed the spot on his back where Franz had hit him earlier. Of course, it didn't hurt that much, but it was a way of teasing Franz. Whether Franz knew it or not, he hung his head slightly.

"…Sorry."

"What's wrong? Should I take a look?"

As Anna, who was starting to take him seriously, tried to peel off his shirt, Ritz put on his usual smile.

"It's nothing serious. Right, Franz?"

"Yeah."

"Dinner's ready, right? Let's eat."

Ritz called out to Franz and the staggering man before taking a seat on the ground. He realized that the sun had completely set.

"Are you sure it's alright?"

The man was hesitant, but his eyes sparkled and he drooled at the sight of the stew placed before him.

"Of course. Please, eat as much as you like!"

"Yes!"

From then on, it was quite a sight.

The man began to wolf down Anna's stew, gulping it down as if it were a drink. The stew in the large pot disappeared in the blink of an eye.

From the looks of it, he hadn't had a proper meal in a very long time.

"Um… there's more, you know?"

The man, his mouth full, nodded vigorously at Anna's hesitant offer. He seemed more than ready for seconds.

Except for the portions the three of them had secured for themselves, the contents of the pot steadily disappeared into the man's stomach. Even at this incredible pace, Anna just smiled.

"He really eats a lot. Just watching him makes me full."

Muttering, Ritz had been paying attention to the dirty crest on the man's chest. Looking closely, he could make out the design of the crest.

"You're right."

Franz, who had replied in a low voice to Ritz's murmur, seemed to have lost his appetite watching the man eat, and his hand, which had been scooping up the stew, had stopped.

After devouring the stew and then the bread, the man finally let out a deep breath as if he had come back to life. By then, the three of them had long since finished their meal and were starting to clean up.

Anna's cooking, which she always made in large quantities, usually resulted in leftovers being carried in the pot, but today, it was completely empty.

Anna, who was always scolded by the other two for making too much, was delighted with the empty pot and was smiling as she wiped it clean.

"Was it good?"

"Yes! It was delicious!"

The man emphasized, then made a troubled face.

"Um… it's a bit late to say this after eating so much on my own, but… I have nothing to offer in return…"

"Don't worry about it. We don't mind."

Besides, if he demanded something in return, Anna, the daughter of the church who valued charity, would surely get angry. The man smiled, perhaps relieved by Ritz's casual wave of his hand.

It was only when he smiled that Ritz realized he was still quite young. Though covered in mud and dirt, and having been found rolling on the ground, he didn't seem to be twenty yet. He was probably around the same age as Franz.

"So why was a member of the Yuresla Kingdom Army's Royal Capital Defense Corps wandering around like that?"

When Ritz pointed it out, the man shot to his feet in a panic, stumbled over a stone, and fell.

"Part of the garrison unit, I take it? It's dirty, so I can't quite make it out."

"How did you know?"

Ritz was taken aback by his overly dramatic reaction, but the man must have been truly surprised.

Ritz urged the man, who was repeating suspicious movements as he stood up, to sit down, suppressing a laugh.

Anna and the others were also staring at Ritz with wide eyes.

"That's right, Ritz, how did you know?!"

"How could you tell?"

Being praised by even Franz and Anna made him feel a little embarrassed. Once the trick was revealed, it was very simple, and not something to be praised for.

"You're a new recruit, aren't you? Your uniform doesn't quite fit you yet… You should at least know where your affiliation is written."

"Ah, ahh, you're right."

"What, what?"

Ritz pointed to the embroidery on the man's chest for Anna and the others to see.

"Do you know this country's crest?"

"I don't!"

Anna declared firmly. It wasn't something to be proud of, but…

"It's a unicorn. Here, look at this."

Ritz pulled at the crest on the man's collar. There, though stained with mud, was a crest. The shield-shaped crest had a background with diagonal lines of blue at the top, a thin red line in the middle, and green at the bottom. On top of that was a depiction of a rearing unicorn.

"Wow, really?"

It seemed she really had no idea. Well, it was unlikely that Anna would know anything unrelated to raising children and farming. And Franz wasn't the type to remember things that didn't concern him. It was natural that these two didn't know.

After all, in this peaceful era, they probably never even saw the military flag.

But for Ritz, the crest of Yuresla was something he was all too familiar with.

"You should at least learn the crest of your own country's royal family."

After scratching his head with a sigh, Ritz continued.

"And in front of the unicorn on this crest, there's a picture of a shield, right? This means to protect the unicorn. The unicorn is the king, and the shield that protects it… that's the Royal Capital Defense Corps. Besides the shield, there's also a sword, a spirit staff, a ship, a flag, and so on. Each of those represents a different branch. Got it?"

"…So that's what it was."

"Woooow, you know so much, Ritz."

Franz and Anna nodded deeply, impressed. Being praised for something like this didn't make him happy at all.

There was a reason Ritz was so familiar with this crest. It was because he had something with this crest on it in his pocket. But on that crest, there was no mark in front of the unicorn.

"Guess you haven't lived for 150 years for nothing!"

Ritz was relieved by Anna's words. If they delved any further into the crest, it would become a hassle.

"Am I some kind of walking grandpa's encyclopedia?"

Being treated like an old man was annoying, but it couldn't be helped. He was much older than Anna and Franz. Ritz cleared his throat to bring the conversation, which had strayed far off course, back to the topic at hand.

"So, why is a member of the Royal Capital Defense Corps wandering around a place like this all alone?"

"That's right, please listen!"

The tearful man looked at Ritz.

"As you pointed out, I, no, this officer, is from the garrison unit in the next town, Faldina. I'm a rookie who's only been in Faldina for a month."

Anna tugged at Ritz's clothes at the man's words.

"Ritz, what's a garrison unit? Why aren't they in the royal capital if they're the Royal Capital Defense Corps?"

Ritz let out a big sigh and began to explain again.

"You know, the road we're walking on is the Traveler's Highway, right? I told you that the Traveler's Highway connects to the neighboring country, right?"

"Yeah."

"If a war breaks out and the enemy comes here, the units dispatched to the towns along the highway become the first line of defense to prevent them from entering the royal capital. Got it?"

"…Hmm? I don't really get it…"

It was asking the impossible for Anna, who couldn't tell the difference between a soldier and a mercenary and lumped them all together as 'Mr. Soldier,' to understand strategy. He gently patted Anna's head.

"I'll teach you what you don't understand later, so for now, let's just listen to this…"

"I, no, this officer's name is Heath Adonis."

"Let's listen to Heath's story first, okay?"

"Okay!"

Anna replied cheerfully and settled into a listening posture. It seemed the conversation could finally move forward.

"So, I… um, I am…"

"'I' is fine. You're not used to it, are you?"

Heath let out a big sigh, as if relieved by Ritz's words. He seemed to be trying to get used to military speech, but it wasn't working out yet.

"I'm with the Faldina garrison unit, a rookie doing odd jobs. This country isn't at war right now, right? It's been peaceful ever since the civil war ended thirty-five years ago. So our main job is to guard the town. In other words, I'm helping with everything from cleaning the town to whatever else!"

This was probably what a bored army was like.

"And then, a little commotion broke out in the town of Faldina, and before we knew it, it just kept getting bigger and bigger."

"A commotion?"

Heath nodded and lowered his voice. Who was he wary of, when there was no one around to hear? He was a mysterious man.

"It… it all started with a single rumor."

The story Heath told was a strange one.

It was only about two months ago that a rumor had spread through the town of Faldina.

"They say there's some incredible treasure buried in a cave on a privately owned mountain."

That one rumor sent the town into an uproar. With the death of the mountain's owner, the nature of the treasure became completely unknown. But the existence of that man was a mystery in the town of Faldina.

According to Heath, no one in the town knew where the man came from or what he did. And yet, the unemployed man had been able to make a living. He had even supported a wife and child.

"But, that alone wouldn't cause a commotion, right?"

Ritz looked back at Heath, agreeing with Anna's tilted head.

"That's right, it would have been fine if that was all. But the problem was the man's wife, who became the new owner of the mountain."

"A problem? It's natural for the wife to inherit the mountain when her husband dies, right? What's the problem?"

As Ritz tilted his head at the increasingly strange story, the man continued in a preachy tone.

"That wife, she's greedy. She hired an expert to seal the entrance to the cave, making it impossible to get in. So then, everyone started to think the rumor was really true, right?"

"Well, I guess so. Where there's smoke, there's fire."

"Right?"

Heath nodded several times and confessed that he had been one of the believers. So, it seemed the rumor had spread even within the garrison unit.

"And then, a rich man in town who heard the rumor started asking the woman to sell him the treasure, even though he didn't know what it was, and things started to get out of hand."

That was when the real trouble began. The townspeople, who had only been whispering rumors until then, all turned their attention to the rich man's actions.

And when that happened, the town's landowner, who had never gotten along with the rich man, couldn't stay silent. Perhaps out of a sense of rivalry, the landowner offered more money and pressured the woman to sell the treasure to him.

Of course, the rich man, hearing this, did not just stand by and watch. Fueled by an even greater sense of rivalry, he immediately visited the woman and offered to pay even more than the landowner.

But the woman just laughed and rejected both their offers, throwing them out of her house. She declared that she would only give the treasure to someone worthy of it.

So, the landowner got the townspeople on his side and said they should get the treasure for the good of the town. Of course, the rich man opposed this. He began to bribe the townspeople, telling them to side with him and he would share the treasure.

Of course, neither of them knew what the treasure was. They had only heard a rumor that it was something amazing.

At first, the townspeople paid them no mind, but gradually they began to pay attention to the rich man and the landowner, and started to calculate which side would be more profitable to join.

What had started as a single rumor had now become a major commotion involving the entire town.

"Now everyone in town is in an uproar over which side is more profitable. If this keeps up, it could lead to chaos and a riot. But when we, the Faldina garrison unit, tried to do something and went to the woman's house, we were turned away at the door."

It was true that if the chaos escalated, it could lead to violence among the town's residents, and in the worst case, something like a riot.

That was a serious problem, but it was perhaps more likely that the woman would be lynched, killed in the confusion, and the treasure stolen.

"For now, it's just verbal arguments, but it wouldn't be surprising if a riot broke out at any moment."

After letting out a big sigh and lamenting his own incompetence for a while, Heath finally fell silent.

"I see. So, why did you leave the town?"

Ritz asked after hearing the whole story. He understood the story, but he didn't understand why Heath was wandering around here.

"My mission is to report this to the Royal Capital Defense Corps headquarters and bring back a Kingdom Army Inspector."

"An Inspector? Not a military policeman?"

"Yes. I mean, what if the treasure is a national-level treasure? The military police couldn't handle that! A national treasure would be at the Inspector level, right?"

Heath's eyes sparkled.

The Kingdom Army Inspectorate Department. A special organization whose only superiors were the King, the ministers, and the Prime Minister. Ritz now understood how the residents of Faldina must have let their imaginations run wild.

"Is that even possible? It's just some private individual's possession, right?"

"But there's no doubt it's an incredible treasure! That's why I was heading to the royal capital."

"To the royal capital, huh…"

Ritz tilted his head even more. The Royal Capital Sears should be in the complete opposite direction from Faldina.

"Heath, do you know where you are?"

"The Traveler's Highway, right?"

"That's right, but this is about two days in the complete opposite direction from Faldina to the royal capital, you know?"

Heath's face was momentarily confused, as if he couldn't understand Ritz's words. But he soon came to his senses.

"Whaaaaaat? You're joking, right? You're joking, right?"

No one could tell the man, who was staring at them pleadingly, that it was a joke. They were scheduled to arrive in Faldina tomorrow or the day after, so there was no way this was the royal capital side of the town.

"So… it's for real? I… what should I do…"

Faced with an undeniable fact, Heath's face turned pale.

"How many days ago did you leave Faldina?"

"Three days ago, on horseback…"

But being from a common family, he couldn't ride a horse well, and after a day of travel, the horse had bolted and thrown him off somewhere in the forest.

Since then, he had wandered through the forest and along the highway, and finally, having spotted a light, he had arrived where the three of them were.

"A fast horse from Faldina to the royal capital would take a skilled soldier about a day and a half. Even for someone like you, who's barely more than an amateur, it wouldn't take three days one way."

Ritz muttered after a rough calculation. He had traveled the road from Faldina to Sears back and forth several times in the past. Hearing this, Heath's face looked as if he was about to cry, perhaps understanding the conclusion.

"In that case, by my calculations, you should already be in the royal capital."

If he had used a multi-horse coach directly to the royal capital, it might have been manageable, but judging by his appearance, he didn't seem to have that kind of money.

"What should I do, what should I do!"

Ritz sighed at Heath, who was pacing around in confusion. This wasn't going to improve the situation.

"Well, sit down. If you calm down and think, you might come up with something, right?"

Normally, Ritz wasn't one to be kind to men, but with the lives of the townspeople and the woman at stake, he had no choice but to act. Whatever about other countries, Ritz had reasons why he couldn't just stand by and let a situation that could develop into a riot in Yuresla unfold.

However, that was when all other options were exhausted.

But here, they had Anna, a person who was kind to everyone. It seemed the three of them would have to act, whether Ritz wanted to or not…

"That's right, Ritz will figure something out. Because Ritz is strong, despite how he looks!"

Franz, who had been silent, weakly interjected at Anna's words, which she emphasized with sparkling eyes.

"Anna, I don't think being strong is relevant here."

He was right.

"But, but, let's help him, Ritz. It sounds like the people in the town are in trouble, right? If we don't help people in need, we won't be able to receive the Goddess's protection."

Anna's eyes were filled with a sparkling light that would not tolerate injustice. This was what put unspoken pressure on Ritz to do something.

Ritz was very weak to a sincere, straightforward gaze. Especially to eyes filled with conviction. This had been the case ever since he met his one and only best friend long ago.

"Ritz-san! Please!"

Following Anna's lead, Heath also made his eyes sparkle.

"What's with you! Stop with the sparkling eyes! It's creepy!"

Two people, their hands clasped in front of their chests, their eyes sparkling in a pleading pose. They slowly inched closer to Ritz, their eyes welling up with tears.

The three of them were in a silent standoff for a while, but it was clear that neither side would back down.

How much time had passed? Someone patted Ritz's shoulder with a sigh. Needless to say, it was Franz, who had once been on the receiving end of this sparkling attack from Anna and Ritz.

"Ritz, why don't you just make up your mind and act? I don't want to stay up like this until dawn. I'm tired and I want to rest."

"Franz, you too!"

With even his last hope, Franz, saying such things, Ritz grimaced for a moment, glaring at the pleading pair and Franz, who had nonchalantly begun to calculate their remaining budget.

After a while, he gave up resisting, let out a small sigh, scratched his head, and gave a wry smile.

"Alright, alright, just stop making that face."

"Really?"

"That's great, Heath!"

Behind the two rejoicing figures, Franz sighed in exasperation and looked away, while Ritz, the one at the center of it all, let out an even bigger sigh.

"You'll make it in time with a multi-horse coach."

The Traveler's Highway that Ritz and his party were walking on was an official road that led to the royal capital from various parts of the Yuresla Kingdom, extending towards the capital from many directions.

Not all travelers, of course, were on foot. The wealthy would hire private carriages to go to the royal capital or for shopping, while those in a hurry would ride horses or use shared coaches.

Ritz and his party, given their financial situation, would almost never ride one, so they had only watched them pass by, but normally, several shared coaches passed along this highway each day.

As for what time they arrived where, that was something they had no knowledge of.

"A carriage! I want to ride in a carriage!"

Behind Anna, who was enviously gazing at the coach with sparkling eyes, Franz, who was still deep in thought, asked Ritz.

"Do you know what time it passes through here?"

"I don't. We weren't planning on riding one."

As the three of them sighed for different reasons, Heath, who had been silently watching with sparkling eyes, raised his hand.

"I know the coach times!"

Heath, who was guarding Faldina, was well-versed in the times and number of coaches. If his job was to guard along the highway, it was natural that he would know.

"There's no other way, is there…"

Heath also nodded as Ritz crossed his arms and muttered. He certainly couldn't think of anything else.

The fastest way would be by horse, but there were none here, and besides, Heath had fallen off his horse and lost his way. They couldn't let him make the same mistake twice.

So, they concluded that the coach was the only way for Heath to reach the royal capital the fastest and report the incident.

The problem was money.

Heath, who had been reduced to a near-vagrant state, of course had almost no money. Ritz and his party did have the money they had taken from the merchants in Tushil Village, but if they gave it away here, their travel funds would become scarce.

Even if they lent it to him, there was no guarantee it would ever be returned.

It was highly unlikely that Franz would willingly loosen the purse strings for something so uncertain.

"What should we do…"

As Ritz muttered, Franz, who had been calculating something on the side, handed him a larger-than-usual sum of travel money. When the confused Ritz looked at him quizzically, Franz answered without looking at him, while putting the rest of the money away.

"I can't agree to lending such a large sum of money to someone I've just met."

"Then why are you giving it to me?"

Franz replied to Ritz's question with a cool expression.

"You can decide, Ritz. I don't trust him, so I don't want to lend it from my side."

In other words, if Ritz thought the money would really be returned, he could lend it. If there was no guarantee it would be returned, it would be Ritz's responsibility.

But Ritz realized something.

Perhaps Franz, too, wanted to prevent a situation that could lead to a riot. Judging from his reasons for disliking his father in Saradio and for retrieving the medicinal herbs, Franz was actually a man full of a sense of justice.

Though it didn't show on his face.

"So, what if it's not returned?"

"Then you can earn it back and cover the loss, Ritz."

At Franz's overly harsh words, Ritz could only groan.

"Ughhh…"

Seeing the pensive Ritz, Heath sighed.

"I guess it's no use…"

"Ritz…"

Anna also looked at Ritz pleadingly.

If Heath didn't succeed in this mission, he couldn't return to Faldina. Which meant the money might not be returned either.

"But even if I get to the royal capital… can someone like me even meet with an Inspector?"

Heath muttered with a pessimistic expression. The clueless Anna tilted her head.

"Why not?"

"Because the Inspectors are a unit directly under the King, the ministers, and the Prime Minister, you know? Their main role is within the military, and while they do investigate crimes in the provinces, do you think they'd meet with a mere defense unit member?"

"…It's that serious…"

"It is serious. I've already wasted three days, I don't know when I'll arrive, and if it takes time to get a meeting, what will happen to this town…"

Heath's words brought to mind the face of a friend he hadn't seen in thirty-five years, a memory he usually intentionally avoided.

The peace in Yuresla that he had wished for had been maintained for thirty-five years. If a riot broke out and many people died, he knew it would break his friend's heart.

Thinking that made his own heart stir. Something inside him whispered that if he could do something, he should.

Ritz crossed his arms and thought. He had a way to grant Heath's wish. He could put him on the coach with the money Franz had given him, and then use his trump card, and the Inspectors would come right away. But that would mean letting his friend know that Ritz was now in this country.

He wasn't mentally prepared to meet his friend yet. He wanted to see him desperately, but he didn't have the courage. So he didn't want to reveal his presence.

Ritz was in agony, but then he had a thought. That's right. Unlike in the past, in his current position, there was no way Ritz's friend could come here. So maybe it was okay to use his trump card.

Once he decided that, the rest was simple. He could probably get the money back too.

"Franz, do you have any paper? The most impressive-looking paper you have."

"…? I do, but…"

Without quite understanding, Franz took out a bundle of thick paper tied with a string from his bag. As an afterthought, he also handed over a pen and ink.

"Alright, I'll use my trump card with this."

Taking the paper and pen, Ritz spread the paper out and thought. It wouldn't do to write something too grandiose, nor would it do to write too casually.

"What are you writing?"

"If you look, the blessing will be lost."

Subtly threatening the peeking Anna, Ritz dipped the pen nib into the ink bottle and let the pen fly across the paper. He wrote that he was currently in Faldina, that a riot was about to break out over a certain treasure there, and that he would be in the town until the Inspectors arrived.

Then, he looked for the most important thing.

"I think it's around here…"

Ritz reached into his breast pocket and took out a small, cylindrical object wrapped in cloth that he had carried with him for thirty-five years.

The object, about the thickness of Ritz's thumb, was the royal army's seal. The seal was engraved with a stylized version of the royal army's crest and was quite valuable.

There was only one of this crest in the entire kingdom. And it was now in Ritz's possession.

Then, he carefully folded the paper and made a simple envelope out of another sheet, placing the letter inside. To finish, he took the object from the cloth and held it to the still-burning flames of the hearth.

It was wax for using the seal as a seal. He dripped the melted wax onto the flap of the envelope and pressed the seal vertically into it.

"That should do it!"

Confirming that the wax had hardened, Ritz handed it to Heath with a wry smile. He didn't really want to do this, but it couldn't be helped.

"Listen, this is a pretty effective charm. When you get to the royal castle, go straight to the military affairs department and say, 'I request an urgent audience with His Excellency, the Prime Minister.' You should be able to see him faster than going through the troublesome political affairs department."

"The Prime Minister? I can't meet with someone that important!"

"It's fine, if you show them that seal, it'll work out. For now, take the coach to the royal capital tomorrow. I'll lend you the money. Make sure you pay it back. We'll try to do something about the town until the Inspectors arrive."

Ritz coaxed him and stretched broadly.

"Ahh, my shoulders are stiff."

"Hey, hey, what did you write? What's that seal?"

Anna asked with great curiosity, but Ritz just smiled vaguely and evaded the question. If she saw that seal, Ritz's secret would be out in a flash. Ritz pulled another sheet from the bundle of paper and handed it to Heath.

"Write me a letter of introduction to the commander of the Faldina garrison unit. It'll be easier to move around that way."

"Yes, but how should I write it?"

As a low-ranking soldier, he had never written a letter of introduction to his commander in his life. It was natural that he wouldn't know. But Ritz answered quite casually.

"Let's see… A kind traveling mercenary and some spirit users lent me money to go to the royal capital when I was lost. They learned about the town's situation and seem to be willing to help… write something like that."

Heath, with a tragic expression, looked up at Ritz resentfully.

"Are you going to write about my failure too? I don't want to."

Heath really didn't want to report that he had gotten lost to his commander. It seemed his commander was a scary person to him.

"Can't be helped, you really were lost. If you don't write that, it won't make sense why you had to borrow money, right?"

While still looking resentful, Ritz peered over Heath's shoulder as he was diligently writing something and said with a sigh.

"Also, make sure you write that you promised to pay us back. If you run off with it, Franz might kill me."

Ritz was trying to get the money he had lent back from the commander if possible. Franz glared at Ritz with a sullen expression, but he didn't seem to have any objections. As the son of a merchant, he believed it was important to have a proper record of a loan.

With a sad sigh, lamenting that he might get scolded, Heath finally finished writing, and the group decided to rest.

From past experience, all three of them knew well that getting involved in an incident would definitely lead to a lot of trouble and busyness. It was better to sleep while they could.

"Don't be late for the coach tomorrow. It's really not a joke."

At Ritz's words, the four of them prepared for bed around the hearth. Everyone followed suit.

They didn't need a lookout for their rest. They always all went to sleep at the same time. Because they had a reliable lookout with them.

The all-night watch was handled by Sara the Salamander in the bonfire alone. Besides, Ritz would immediately notice even the slightest anomaly, so a lookout was unnecessary.

Every night, Franz would firmly instruct his forgetful spirit.

"Sara, if anything comes, you tell us, okay?"

"*Kee*!"

"You wake us up immediately, you understand?"

"*Kee*, under-*kee*!"

He (or she?) would never let the fire go out, since he was on fire himself. And he hardly ever slept.

And so, the night deepened for the four of them (and one on watch).

The next morning, just as the four of them had finished their preparations, the first coach of the day luckily arrived. It was a rather large coach, typical of those that ran through the night, drawn by four horses, with a roof, walls, and even windows. The passenger area and the driver's seat were separated by a cloth, and it was possible to go back and forth.

"Alright, Heath, go for it."

"Thank you."

Someone pulled on the back of Ritz's clothes as he was vaguely watching Heath hurry to board the coach. The culprit was Anna.

"Ritz, I want to ride the coach, let's ride it!"

It seemed she had become envious of Heath, who was getting to ride the coach she had been longing for.

"No way, Franz will get angry, right?"

He turned to look at Franz, who was in the middle of taking some money out of his wallet. When their eyes met, Franz looked away and muttered.

"It seems like it will be busy when we get to town, so it wouldn't be a bad idea to take the coach so we're not tired."

It seemed he was also eager to ride the coach. It was certain that the coach was much more comfortable than walking, and it was also true that Franz had accumulated a considerable amount of fatigue.

But he probably didn't want to ask Ritz for it. It seemed he was leaving the final decision to Ritz.

"See! Franz says so too! Let's ride!"

If he chose not to ride in this situation, Anna and Franz would surely keep grumbling until they reached Faldina. That would be quite annoying.

"Hey mister, are you getting on or not?"

The middle-aged driver was rushing them to get the coach moving. At this point, it couldn't be helped.

"Three tickets to the town of Faldina."

"That'll be 4,500 Giltz."

By the way, he had given Heath 10 Giltz. At this price, he should have change left over after a round trip.

Ritz boarded the coach with a sense of desperation. Franz boarded without a word and handed the money to the driver. Anna boarded excitedly and was looking around the inside with curiosity.

Perhaps because it was early in the morning, the shared coach was surprisingly empty. Inside, where about ten people could fit, there were only about seven people, including the four of them. One of them was a driver for this coach, apparently a replacement for the previous man, but he was sound asleep on a blanket laid out in the partitioned area.

There were not many coaches that went to the royal capital without stopping in sequence. They could be said to be quite lucky to have caught this coach.

"Alright, let's get going."

With a flick of the driver's whip, the coach began to move with a clatter. Anna was still standing and wandering around.

"It's dangerous, so sit down, Anna."

Ignoring Ritz's warning, Anna lifted the cloth and spoke to the driver.

"This is my first time riding in a coach!"

The driver, also swayed by Anna's appearance and demeanor, was smiling and responding.

"Is that so? Well, I'm glad. I'm happy to have a cute girl like you on board too."

Ritz muttered to himself that Anna wasn't that much younger than him, but it was pointless, so he didn't say it out loud.

"I want to see the scenery, so can I sit next to you?"

"Of course! Come on over, just don't fall off."

While Anna was making friends with the driver and had firmly planted herself in the driver's seat, Franz, who was grumpy from waking up earlier than usual, quickly began to doze off.

Ritz and Heath simply surrendered themselves to the rattling motion of the coach.

"Have you been to the royal capital recently?"

"Of course. I took the recruitment exam in the royal capital and just came here recently. I'm originally from the southeast."

"Around the Landia Autonomous Region?"

"Yes. A remote village in Landia."

The royal capital that Heath spoke of didn't seem to have changed much from when Ritz knew it.

Only that Ritz's one and only friend seemed to have gotten older.

Ritz's friend… was the king of the Yuresla Kingdom.

But that was thirty-five years ago. For that long, Ritz had been wandering without even seeing his friend. His friend was probably angry. Or had he been forgotten by now?

There were even rumors that the king might soon abdicate the throne to his son. But in Ritz's mind, his friend was still in his late twenties, and Ritz alone chewed on the weight of the time that had passed.

He wanted to see him. But he didn't want to see him. If he did, he would be reminded that he was living an eternal life. He would be forced to realize that he could not live in the same era as his precious friend.

Ritz silently closed his eyes. He didn't want to think about anything right now.

And so, they arrived in the town of Faldina before noon. The coach stopped in a fairly large area in the center of town.

"Bye-bye, mister! Let me ride again!"

"You take care now, young lady!"

The coach dropped off the three of them, picked up the next passengers, and started off again towards the royal capital.

"Thank you, I'll be back as soon as possible!"

After bidding farewell to Heath, who was waving from the coach window, they stepped out into the town's central plaza.

Ritz, whose body was stiff from sitting for a long time, and Franz, whose joints ached from sleeping in an unnatural position, stretched broadly.

"…The coach is definitely more comfortable."

Anna nodded with a smile at Franz's quiet murmur.

"It's fast, the rattling is fun, the mister was nice, and the horses were beautiful! Let's ride it again!"

"If we get the chance."

Ritz replied with a wry smile to the excited Anna. It wasn't supposed to be a journey with that much leisure, but that thought seemed to have been left somewhere behind.

Lost in his own sentimentality, Ritz brought his consciousness back to his two charges. If he remained his old self, he wouldn't be able to be the self he had decided to show them.

The coach had already disappeared from their sight. If it continued on, it should arrive at the royal capital safely. The rest was up to Heath, and they could do what they had to do. But for now, it was noon.

"Alright, first, let's get a proper meal for the first time in a while."

"Yay! Food, food!"
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			Anna, who had gotten off the coach first, looked around with curiosity at the beautiful townscape she was seeing for the first time.

Franz followed suit and surveyed his surroundings. For Franz, who had left his hometown for the first time, a large town like this was the second he'd seen since Saradio. But the scale was different. This town was clearly larger. And the atmosphere of Faldina was completely different from Saradio.

What it had in common with Saradio was that the Traveler's Highway ran through the center of town. That highway intersected in a cross shape at this plaza where they had gotten off the coach. Ritz had told him that most of the central towns in the autonomous regions of Yuresla were built in the same way, but this was the first time he had seen it with his own eyes.

Looking at the well-maintained signpost, the north-south highway was called the Sears Highway because it connected the royal capital and the north. The east-west highway was a little narrower than the one they had been walking on and seemed to be called the Faldina Highway.

It seemed they had gotten off the coach right in the middle where the roads crossed.

It appeared to be a plaza located right in the center of town. In the middle of this considerably large space was a raised area where people were relaxing and several stalls were lined up. It might have been a park. He could also see birds getting bread crumbs from children's hands.

Around the plaza, carriages circulated in a concentric pattern, dispersing in all four directions. The carriages only moved in one direction, so there were no accidents and movement seemed smooth.

Feeling a strange sensation under his shoes, he looked down to see that the ground was paved with red flagstones of baked brick.

Looking up again, the buildings were taller than in Saradio. Three or four-story buildings lined the plaza and the carriage road. Some of the taller buildings were even five or six stories high.

Roads extended in all directions, weaving between the buildings. The major streets were lined with gas lamps here and there, so it was probably bright at night as well.

"First, an inn."

As he was spacing out, he heard Ritz's murmur. He looked back to see the ever-energetic Anna jumping up and down with joy. She must have had a lot of pent-up energy from being on the coach.

"Yay! Lunchtime!"

"…That's not what I said."

He had retorted without thinking. It was a conditioned reflex. It had been a while since he started being with these two, but he felt like he was starting to be influenced by their vibe a little.

"Huh, why? It's already noon."

"How can you be hungry when you were just sitting in a coach?"

"? Of course I am. Right, Ritz!"

"Of course. Time passes, your stomach settles."

"…I see."

He wasn't hungry, but he would probably be made to eat something. With a small sigh, he watched as Ritz and Anna seriously studied the guidebook.

At first, Anna had happily opened the guidebook, but Ritz's comments gradually made her dejected.

It was full of places for somewhat wealthy tourists to stay and didn't seem to be of any use. Although their pockets were a little fuller, the three of them needed a place that was safe, cheap, and had delicious food, not luxury.

In the end, since it was a hassle to search aimlessly through the large town, they went into a building with a sign that said 'Tourist Information Center' and had them recommend an inn. As befitting Faldina, which prided itself on its tourism, the people at the information center were very kind and gave them a warm welcome.

The place they recommended was an inn called the 'Green Forest Inn,' about a ten-minute walk from the plaza.

He was concerned by the staff's laughing comment that there was a reason it was so cheap, but it seemed to be the only place that met their criteria.

With Ritz leading the way, map in hand, they strolled through the town, looking around like complete country bumpkins. It was a lively and nice town. He didn't feel the kind of atmosphere that the man named Heath had described.

It took them considerably longer than the information center staff had said to reach the 'Green Forest Inn.' It faced a back street, one of a row of buildings standing shoulder to shoulder on both sides of the road. With its wooden sign hanging on the door, it had a somewhat gentle and comfortable atmosphere.

He had been worried about what kind of inn it would be, so he was a little relieved. Then, Ritz's voice entered his ears. He looked over to see Ritz looking at the front of the inn with a wry smile.

"Now I know why it's cheap."

"What?"

"Take a look."

As Franz turned his gaze, Anna came to stand beside him.

"Huh? What is it?"

Anna read aloud the sign hanging at the entrance of the building Ritz was pointing at.

"'Royal Capital Defense Corps, Faldina Garrison Unit.' Oh, that's where Heath-san works!"

"Yep. For tourists who want to let loose, having a military facility right in front of them is a buzzkill."

That was certainly true. If anyone got drunk and rowdy, they would probably be apprehended immediately. Franz didn't have to worry about that, but he could somehow understand how a tourist would feel.

"But, this is our destination, right?"

Anna smiled innocently.

"We're lucky we didn't have to look for it!"

"…Well, if you think about it that way, yeah."

Ritz scratched his head. It was true that they had been spared the trouble of searching for the barracks in the large town of Faldina, so it was convenient.

They couldn't just stand there forever, so the three of them opened the slightly heavy wooden door of the inn in front of them, the 'Green Forest Inn,' and stepped inside.

The small interior was uniformly decorated with smoked-like wood, creating a rustic yet warm atmosphere.

The windows were a little small, making it difficult to see in from the outside, but it was easy to see out from the inside. It didn't give a dark impression at all.

There were probably about twenty seats. Perhaps because it was past noon, there were only a few customers in the shop. Just as Ritz, who had come in after them, was about to call out to the back, a cheerful voice called out.

"Welcome!"

The person who greeted them was a surprisingly young woman. No, she was more of a girl than a woman. She looked several years younger than Anna. Probably twelve or thirteen.

She was a slender, boyish girl with firm-looking brown hair tied in a ponytail.

"Welcome!"

Next, a deep voice greeted them. It was a stocky, slightly overweight man. He wasn't tall, but his presence was overwhelming.

What was most impressive was his bushy, curly, firm-looking beard of the same color and texture as the girl's, and in contrast, his shining head.

"We heard about this place at the tourist information center. Can we stay for a few days?"

Ignoring the two who were staring intently at the innkeeper, the seasoned Ritz called out, and the man replied with a broad smile and a loud voice.

"Of course we have room!"

"Then, we'll take two rooms. One for two, and one for one."

"You got it! Lira, show our guests to their rooms."

"Okay, Papa!"

The girl from before, Lira, responded cheerfully to the man's words and greeted the three of them with an innocent smile.

"Welcome to the Green Forest Inn!"

With her large eyes and lively gestures, it was hard to believe she was this man's daughter.

"They don't look anything alike for a father and daughter…"

Anna nodded at Ritz's quiet murmur, and the gazes of the two slowly turned towards him. He knew what they wanted to say. The two of them still brought up the fact that Franz and his father didn't look alike.

Especially Anna, who had no real parents, was interested in families and was persistent.

He knew, but it was unpleasant, so he glared at them. Then, suddenly, someone grabbed Franz's shoulder.

"Hey."

Franz froze at the man's abrupt words. The one grabbing his shoulder was the innkeeper. The sight that met Franz's eyes as he cautiously turned around was the innkeeper's smiling face.

"Have you eaten yet, customer?"

The words made him relax. Why was it always about food, everywhere he went?

The man turned his gaze from the silent Franz to Ritz and Anna and spoke.

"How about it?"

"Not yet! I'm hungry."

Anna was rubbing her stomach with an embarrassed smile. The man laughed happily.

"You won't have any energy if you don't eat! I'll get it ready for you, so hurry up and put your luggage away. It's a service for our guests."

He looked intimidating with his bearded face, but it seemed he was a kind person, different from his appearance.

"The rooms are this way."

The three of them followed the lively Lira to the back of the shop.

They went up a rather narrow staircase at the end of the hallway and were shown to the third floor.

According to the girl, the inn's rooms were only on the third and fourth floors. The first floor was a restaurant, and the second floor was their living quarters. Apparently, there were only eight rooms in total. Her mother had already passed away, and this inn was usually run by just that innkeeper and this girl. But during the tourist season, they ran a tavern at night, so relatives from the neighborhood would come to help.

Lira, who had explained all this cheerfully and at a rapid pace, stopped abruptly in front of a door.

"This is the single room, and this is the double room. You can decide which one you want. Oh, if you don't like the room, we can prepare another one. It's the off-season for tourism, so we're not busy."

"You're not busy?"

The girl smiled brightly at Anna's question.

"Well, there aren't many flowers that bloom in autumn, are there?"

It seemed that tourism in the flower town was mainly in the spring. Anna looked at Ritz disappointedly, and Ritz gave a wry smile and patted her head. Now that he thought about it, Anna had been pestering Ritz about wanting to eat flowers.

"Breakfast is until ten, and you can only use hot water for the bath when the boiler in the kitchen is running, so please be careful. Please have dinner before eight. We're not running a tavern this season."

Ritz shrugged at the bullet-like explanation, and Franz was slightly overwhelmed by her energy.

"Got it. Thanks."

Ritz took some coins from his pocket and placed them in the girl's hand. The girl happily accepted them and bowed her head.

"Thank you. Please enjoy your stay."

The ponytail bounced cheerfully on the back of the girl as she ran off.

Franz had learned about the system of tipping the guide after he started his journey. Ritz paid it casually, as if it were a matter of course. This was probably what it meant to be an adult.

"Please enjoy your stay!"

Lira smiled and went down the stairs rhythmically.

"She's like a whirlwind."

Franz, left behind in front of the room, muttered. She had explained everything necessary, but she was so fast he couldn't even get a word in.

"But she's a responsible girl."

Anna said with deep admiration. It was a strangely mature way of speaking, but for Anna, who had always been a caregiver at the orphanage, the city girl must have been a marvel. The sensibilities of city children and country children were surely different.

The three of them entered the room to put down their luggage for the time being.

Last time, it had been the strange combination of Franz 
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			Leaving behind the dining hall, which had been steeped in a somewhat awkward atmosphere, Ritz retreated to his room, flopped onto the bed, and stared at the ceiling, lost in thought. In the adjacent bed, Franz was sleeping as if he were dead.

Just what secret was Dill’s mother hiding? And why, when her child was in danger, did she remain silent? He just couldn’t figure it out.

He understood that there was some reason connected to this treasure. But what was she trying to accomplish by setting the town’s influential figures against each other, fanning the flames of conflict, and ultimately causing a commotion that could split the town in two?

If she needlessly stirred up chaos, she herself could be arrested by the military on suspicion of inciting a riot. In fact, Heath had already departed for the Royal Capital with a report stating that there was a risk of exactly that.

Did she understand that if things went wrong, her own secret could turn her, a mother, into a criminal? Had she not even considered the possibility of being imprisoned, leaving her child behind?

Several hours passed, and just as Ritz was beginning to doze off, a hesitant knock came at the door. Answering with bleary eyes, he found Net, the innkeeper. The man’s complexion and expression were different from when he’d been napping; he seemed shaken with bewilderment.

"You have a visitor…"

"A visitor?"

Ritz sat up. For a moment, the face of the letter’s sender flashed through his mind, but he immediately dismissed the thought. Heath had left for the Royal Capital this morning; there was no way he could have arrived yet.

He woke Franz and went downstairs. Anna, who was still learning to cook, was looking at the dining hall with a puzzled expression, apron still on, alongside Lira. It seemed Anna didn't recognize the person at the center of their gaze, either. Ritz lightly tapped her on the shoulder from behind.

"Yo."

"Ah, Ritz."

"You coming?"

When he asked, Anna gave a firm nod and took off her apron. Franz, who had appeared from somewhere behind them, followed along, though it couldn't be helped that he was stifling a yawn.

Upon entering the dining hall, three men were waiting for them. A single glance was enough to identify them: they were from the Faldina Garrison Unit.

A man in his fifties sat in the center, flanked by two others in the same uniform. The man in the middle bore the rank insignia of a colonel.

"My guests, the soldiers said they had business…" Net said, looking troubled as he introduced the man.

"This is Commander Hellebore."

As Net spoke, the man in the center stood and offered Ritz his hand. He had a calm air about him. Befitting his station as commander, he exuded an atmosphere that blended gentlemanly conduct with a stern demeanor.

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Hellebore, commander of the Faldina Garrison Unit."

Ritz shook the proffered hand.

"I'm Ritz Alster. A wandering mercenary."

"Ritz Alster?"

Hellebore tilted his head slightly. Ritz felt a momentary pang of anxiety. *Could he be from a generation that knows my name? That would be a problem.* Ritz forced a smile to cover his unease.

"A pleasure, Colonel."

To divert his attention, Ritz deliberately used Hellebore's rank. Hellebore looked at him with a suspicious eye. *Good, I managed to change the subject.*

"…You can read rank insignias?"

"You could say that."

Ritz gave a faint, knowing smile and gestured to the two behind him.

"These two are my companions, Franz Lucina and Anna Myers. They're spirit users."

"Nice to meet you!"

Anna greeted him cheerfully, while Franz gave Hellebore a slight nod. Despite the two clearly being children, Hellebore politely offered them a handshake as well. He seemed to be a man of considerable character.

Once the introductions were over, they exchanged probing glances.

Ritz and the others had intended to go to the barracks tomorrow. They couldn't understand why the soldiers had come here before they’d even made a move.

The letter of introduction, of course, was still tucked away in Ritz’s pocket.

"Well, please sit. I'll get some tea," Net urged.

Hellebore and the three of them obediently took the offered seats.

The two attendants remained standing.

"Colonel, sorry to be so direct, but we have something to discuss with you. We were planning on coming over tomorrow."

The moment he sat down, Ritz addressed Hellebore. It seemed quicker to take the initiative.

"With us?"

"Do you know Heath Adonis?"

"Adonis… is an apprentice in my unit."

Ritz paused and glanced at the men standing behind Hellebore. The colonel seemed to understand.

"I will be fine. You may return to the barracks ahead of me."

Though they showed a moment of concern, the two men gave a slight bow at Hellebore’s words and departed.

Now, Heath’s matter could be kept a secret between the commander and them. It would be too cruel for so many people to learn of his failure.

After Net served the tea, Hellebore asked him to leave the room as well before finally speaking.

"Has our Adonis caused you some trouble?"

Ritz silently retrieved the letter of introduction from his pocket and handed it to the commander. As Hellebore read it, his brow furrowed. When he finished, he let out a sigh.

"My apologies. It seems we’ve caused you trouble."

"Nah, I don't mind. As long as I have a way of getting my money back."

Hellebore nodded at Ritz’s words, took out his wallet, and placed the exact amount loaned to Heath on the table.

"Franz."

At the call, Franz took the money, confirmed the amount, bowed to Hellebore, and put it in his own wallet. Franz was likely relieved that it was recovered so easily.

"When did Adonis leave this town by carriage?" Hellebore asked.

"Noon today. By carriage, it’ll take three days to the capital at best."

Hellebore sighed again.

"I see. No matter how rushed, it will take two weeks for a messenger to arrive from the capital. The procedures there are not simple."

Ritz scratched his head at Hellebore’s bitter words. The letter Ritz had given him wasn't so leisurely.

"No, I gave him a trump card. It'll be five days at the latest."

Ritz gave a wry smile to the dubious-looking Hellebore.

"I have an acquaintance high up in the Kingdom Army. I arranged for it to be delivered directly to him."

Hellebore’s eyes widened, and Ritz just smiled vaguely. He couldn't think of any other appropriate expression. If he told him it was the Prime Minister, Hellebore would either fall over in shock or view them with suspicion, thinking it impossible.

Sensing Ritz's desire to avoid the topic, Hellebore didn't press the matter further.

"…It seems Adonis was quite fortunate."

"Well…"

A strange silence hung over the four of them. After a while, it was Hellebore who spoke again.

"I came here for one reason. I must ask you to leave this town at once."

Ritz's eyes widened at the sudden words. He had never expected that.

"The reason?"

When he asked calmly, Hellebore sighed.

"It’s about Dill."

"Is helping him a problem?"

"Rest assured, I do not blame you for that. In fact, I am personally grateful. But it has taken a strange turn."

Hellebore let out a small sigh.

"When you saved Dill, it seems Azaroth Rusan and Neset Siglet were present. Do you know of them?"

He didn't recognize the names, but he had an idea who they were. Ritz remained silent, but Franz muttered under his breath.

"Could it be… the rich guy and the landowner?"

That seemed to jog Anna's memory as well.

"Oh, the people who are fighting in this town!"

"Well, 'fighting' is…"

Hellebore smiled faintly at Franz’s words.

"If you call it a fight, I suppose it is."

"So those two want us to leave?"

When Ritz brought the conversation back on track, Hellebore nodded with a troubled look.

"No. They apparently saw you push through the crowd. They were impressed by how you controlled the situation and silenced the people. They’re convinced you must be renowned warriors."

He said *you guys*, so it couldn’t have just been Ritz. Ritz held back a laugh, but Anna blurted it out.

"Franz, a warrior? No way!"

Anna laughed without reservation. She knew Franz's true abilities. The man had never even held a sword.

"…Do you know who’s paying for our stay here?"

At Franz’s cold voice, Ritz and Anna quickly stifled their laughter. Going against the wallet was a fatal mistake.

"So, what did they have to say?"

Ritz, having suppressed his laughter, asked. Hellebore shook his head with a grave expression.

"No, it wasn't those two who told me. It was the owner of the weapon shop."

"The old man from the weapon shop?"

Ritz tilted his head. He hadn’t thought the weapon shop owner would have come out to watch the commotion after they’d rushed out of his store.

"According to the shopkeeper, after you left, Rusan—the one you call the rich guy—proposed hiring you to take the treasure by force. He figured mercenaries would move for money."

"What?!"

Anna cried out, but Ritz could only manage a wry smile. It was true that Ritz looked like a mercenary, and there were plenty of mercenaries who moved for money. Hellebore continued with a sigh.

"But Siglet—the landowner—was also there. Of course, he wouldn't just stand by and allow that."

"…And?"

"Siglet also declared he wanted to hire you. To bring you along for 'negotiations' to hand over the treasure."

"Heh… Wants us to be his muscle, huh?"

As Ritz muttered, Hellebore groaned as if spitting out the words.

"Their words may differ, but it's ultimately the same thing. Both sides want to use you as a tool for intimidation to seize the treasure from Mrs. Sabatieri. It’s absolutely outrageous!"

Hellebore slammed his fist on the table, the anger welling up inside him. The cups rattled loudly.

"Whoa, calm down, Colonel."

Ritz instinctively clapped Hellebore on the shoulder. He regretted it for a moment, but Hellebore, after a brief flicker of caution, turned it into a sigh.

"Ah, forgive me. I seem to have lost my composure. Net, could I have another cup of tea?"

He called out loudly, and Net popped out from surprisingly close by.

"What are you doing, eavesdropping?"

"My apologies, Commander. Ah, I’ll get that tea right away."

Net deftly cleared the four teacups and went into the back.

"My apologies, I seem to have startled you."

Hellebore reverted to his gentlemanly expression and apologized to them.

"It’s fine. If I saw some scoundrels trying to do that to a lady, I’d knock 'em flat myself."

Ritz had a soft spot for the elderly, children, and women. And he found the idea of many against one utterly detestable.

"Indeed. I am truly sorry to have involved you in this town’s troubles when you are in the middle of your journey."

After that, Hellebore fell silent for a time. Ritz didn’t press him, patiently waiting for him to continue.

He spoke again only after Net had served the tea and left.

"For that reason, I want you to leave this town immediately."

"…"

Sensing Anna and Franz’s dissatisfaction, Ritz quietly accepted the words. If the root of the trouble disappeared, the town could avoid a major disturbance.

And when Heath returned with the inspector, the case would be solved. A perfect outcome. In other words, Ritz and his party were in the way.

But that was a problem for Ritz. Having written in the letter, *I'll be here until you arrive*, he couldn’t just disappear. In fact, Ritz had received several letters from the king over the years, indirectly urging him to return to the capital. But he had lacked the resolve to face his friend and had politely ignored them.

Now, he had informed the king of his whereabouts. Of course, he meant it as a letter to say he was well, but the recipient, the Prime Minister, would surely come. If Ritz didn't show his face then, he would be betraying his friend.

He had run and hidden, ignored him for so long, but Ritz simply couldn't lie to his friend, the king, nor did he ever want to betray him.

In the unlikely event that the Prime Minister cornered him and dragged him back to the capital, their destination was the same anyway, so it would save on travel expenses. Not that he wanted it to happen, of course.

But he couldn't say that to Hellebore. While the colonel was silent, Ritz had been trying to find a way to stay here.

"Colonel, I've got a good idea, if you're willing to hear it."

At Ritz's proposal, Hellebore looked up.

"A proposal? Will it lead to a resolution of this disturbance?"

Ritz nodded plausibly and continued.

"I think the trouble would die down if we left, sure, but I'm waiting to meet someone in this town, so I can't leave. Sorry, but it's a matter of trust, so please understand."

Hellebore sighed in disappointment.

"So, I thought of a way to keep Mrs. Sabatieri—was that her name?—from being harmed, without us having to leave."

"Oh? I would certainly like to hear it."

Ritz called over Net and Lira, who were necessary collaborators, and began to explain.

"Let's set off some spectacular fireworks!"

Ritz declared it with extreme cheerfulness and brightness.

"…Huh…?"

Everyone's face was utterly bewildered.

"In a week, the inspection team will definitely be here. It's my trump card, so it's a sure thing. That means we just need to get through one week safely, right?"

"Well, yes, but…?"

Ritz stated firmly to the perplexed Hellebore.

"Then let's turn that week into a festival. To draw their eyes away from Mrs. Sabatieri."

"…Huh?"

Once again, everyone was confused. Ritz began to explain, a smile still on his face.

"They want to hire me and Franz to be their muscle, so let's split me and Franz in two."

Everyone present, except for Ritz, stared at him with blank expressions, not understanding his intent.

"If we get into a fight and go our separate ways, they can't hire us both together, right? Then they'll each approach one of us."

Surveying the clueless faces, Ritz added a supplementary explanation.

"If we're together, they'll hire us together, and we'll end up at the Sabatieri house right away. There'd be no reason to delay. But if it's one by one…"

Hellebore, understanding the intent first, nodded in comprehension.

"I see. You wouldn't be able to act immediately, and you could make some excuse to your respective employers about each other… is that it?"

"Exactly. I think there's a high chance we can keep the woman from harm until the inspection team arrives."

"Hmm… let me hear the rest."

After nodding with a grave expression, Ritz began to explain the plan.

"First, we'll need Lira and Net's cooperation. I want to use this inn as our base."

As Ritz spoke, Net popped out from behind the counter again.

"You were hiding there again…"

Net gave an embarrassed laugh at Hellebore’s sigh.

"My apologies, Commander. But Dill is a friend of hers."

Lira peeked out from beside Net. It seemed the father and daughter had been hiding and listening together.

"This is troublesome."

Hellebore sighed, but for Ritz, this saved him an explanation. Ritz looked at Lira; Lira looked straight into Ritz's eyes. The desire to help her friend Dill was painfully clear.

"Alright, I'll explain. First, Lira, your job. First thing in the morning, go outside to clean the front of the inn. While you're there, set up a mirror in a position where you can see the street from inside the shop."

"Okay."

Lira also nodded seriously.

"Net, let me know if you see someone connected to either party reflected in that mirror. Unfortunately, we don't even know what they look like."

"Hmm, understood."

After confirming that the two understood their roles, though they didn't quite grasp the whole picture, Ritz turned to Hellebore.

"Colonel, sorry to ask, but could you lend Franz a sword that suits him? We have to at least look the part."

"Understood, I will lend you one."

The ones who were most confused were Anna and Franz.

"First, Anna. You're going to pretend to be a distant relative of Net's, here for a visit."

Anna tilted her head, not understanding.

"It's not yet known that you're one of us. So, the most logical story is that we were mercenaries hired to escort you here."

Anna shook her head from side to side, looking even more confused.

"Ritz, I don't get it. Can you explain it more simply?"

Ritz placated Anna, saying he'd explain to Franz first, and continued.

"Franz, you'll get hired by one of them."

For a moment, Franz looked as if he didn't understand what was being said, but the instant he did, he shouted.

"What the hell is that?!"

Ignoring Franz's anger, Ritz continued.

"Alright, now I'll explain the overall flow of the plan!"

"Listen to me!"

The full scope of Ritz's plan was this:

First, Net would confirm that someone connected to one of the parties was reflected in the mirror Lira set up. If that person acted suspiciously, as if trying to peek inside, it was almost certainly a scout.

At that point, Ritz and Franz would have a dramatically over-the-top fight, making a show of their falling out, and Ritz would storm out of the inn. They would do this deliberately in view of the scout.

Then, information would surely reach either the rich man or the landowner. Ritz would then be hired by the party whose scout came first.

Franz, who remained, would wait at the Green Forest Inn for the other party's scout, or the man himself, to come negotiate. This way, Franz would be hired by the other side.

While Ritz would completely leave the inn, Franz would insist to his employer that he would continue staying there, making the Green Forest Inn the primary base for information gathering.

The messengers would be Anna and Lira. Two young girls wouldn't arouse much suspicion. They would also be responsible for relaying messages if anything unexpected happened.

Once hired, Ritz and Franz would both make a fuss, claiming their dispute wasn't settled and demanding to fight each other. They would somehow steer the conversation so that the winner of their duel would be the one to negotiate for the treasure with the woman.

Ritz would mainly handle that part. He would bamboozle the opponent, make them anxious about Franz's presence, and push for a confrontation.

Of course, they would take plenty of time before then, ensuring that the inspection team arrived and resolved the situation before any actual duel took place. That way, the townspeople would be thrilled by the prospect of this duel, waiting with bated breath for the outcome.

The public's interest would be directed toward a more thrilling confrontation than Mrs. Sabatieri, ensuring her and Dill's safety.

After hearing everything, Ritz saw Franz collapse onto the table with a sigh and gave a wry smile. It might be too difficult a task for Franz, but since they wouldn't actually be fighting, Franz would probably manage somehow.

"Do you really think this will work?"

"If it doesn't, we'll think of another way. In everything, you have to be flexible."

If they weren't going to leave town, they had to be prepared to endure this much and take countermeasures. Besides, it seemed like a good way to kill some boredom. But Franz seemed completely unconvinced.

His blue, sanpaku eyes stared resentfully at Ritz.

"You could be a swindler or an actor."

He probably meant it as an insult, but Ritz wasn't the type to care about such things.

"The fact that I didn't become an actor is the art world's greatest loss."

"…"

"What if the duel happens sooner than planned? Franz can't possibly win, right?"

From Franz's perspective, it was none of her business, but from Anna's, it was a valid concern.

"It won't be a problem if Anna secretly helps him from the shadows, right?"

"So, it's okay if I trip Ritz?"

Ritz, though somewhat reluctant, grudgingly nodded at Anna, who was fully intending to use the Earth Spirit. It was a subtle but likely effective method.

"And can I use the Water Dragon?"

"…Are you trying to kill me?"

"Ehehehe. Of course not~".

With a strong feeling he was going to get done in, Ritz sighed. Not even Ritz was confident he could survive an encounter with a Water Dragon. Scratching his head, Ritz looked at the sullen Franz.

"So, that's the plan. What do you think, can we do it?"

Franz nodded with a sigh.

"Alright then, we start tomorrow morning. Let's eat and get a good night's sleep."

With numerous anxieties still lingering, the secret meeting was adjourned with Ritz's final word. Net and Lira hurried to prepare dinner, and Hellebore rushed back to the barracks to retrieve the sword.

When Hellebore reappeared, Ritz, Net, and Lira were just starting their meal. In his hand was a slender sword.

"This is the only light sword I have that's easy for a beginner to handle. I'm sorry, but please use this."

What Hellebore handed to Franz was a rapier, about eighty centimeters long and two centimeters wide. Moreover, it was adorned with rather expensive-looking decorations.

"This looks expensive. Are you sure you want to lend it to this novice?"

Ritz, who had taken the rapier to inspect it, asked Hellebore. The colonel smiled and nodded.

"It is mine. I received it long ago and have kept it on display, unused. It would be better for you to use it than for it to rust in my room."

If it came to actually using this sword, that would be a problem in itself. Ritz carefully handed the rapier to Franz. Franz, too, seemed to recognize its value and accepted it gratefully.

"…It's light…"

Franz let out a voice of admiration. He gripped it lightly and swung it around. The rapier weighed about a kilogram, if that. Compared to Ritz's greatsword, which was over ten kilograms, it was unbelievably light.

With this, even Franz might become somewhat proficient with practice.

"I will borrow it. Thank you very much."

"Use it well."

After smiling at the bowing Franz, Hellebore turned back to Ritz.

The smile vanished from his face, replaced by the tense expression of a commander heading into battle.

"Only a part of my Faldina Garrison Unit will be informed of this plan. I will not be able to provide any backup, but I ask for your understanding."

Ritz nodded and extended his right hand.

"Thanks for indulging our selfish request, Colonel."

Hellebore clasped Ritz's hand.

"I wish you good luck."
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			The next morning, Ritz forcefully pushed open the door of the Green Forest Inn. The heavy, single-plank door slammed against the wall with a shriek.

*Sorry about that, it’s probably expensive*, Ritz thought, but he let out a ridiculously loud bellow, as if to make it echo through the just-awakening town.

"I can't do this with you guys anymore! I'm sick of babysitting!"

As he spat out the words, Franz, who was standing near the exit, glared at him with an emotionless, cold gaze. Then, in an utterly deadpan voice, he hurled sharp words at Ritz.

"We can manage without you, Ritz. Do as you please."

"Oh yeah, is that so?!"

Ritz, trying to look furious, kicked the door of the Green Forest Inn with all his might and stepped outside with his luggage.

*That should do it. If I make it this dramatic, the enemy should be easy to bait. After all, they're not seasoned soldiers or skilled mercenaries, just ordinary people.*

The season was already autumn. Ritz walked through the somewhat chilly streets of Faldina, maintaining an angry expression and choosing his path at random. Radiating anger from his entire body, he strode through the sparsely populated town, disturbing the clear, cold morning air.

He had no particular destination. Until someone found him and spoke to him, there was nothing for him to do. In the unlikely event that no one came looking, he could eat breakfast at a food stall or browse the shops without arousing suspicion.

Ritz wandered the town, partly as a form of reconnaissance. It had been quite a long time since he'd last come to Faldina. While the smaller shops had changed, the main streets were largely the same. Even if the shops changed, the buildings didn't, so he wouldn't get lost.

It was only after leaving the inn that Ritz, who had been walking aimlessly, noticed a presence following him.

*Hooked one*, he thought to himself, pleased they had appeared sooner than expected, but he didn't look back. If he turned to check, he risked alerting them and scaring them off.

That would be a problem. He needed them to lead him to one of the bosses, without fail.

There was an order to things. He would lead his pursuer into a quiet back alley and then have a nice chat.

Listening closely to the footsteps, he heard three distinct sets. That meant there were three people tailing him.

His ears, which were a bit better than others' due to their length, confirmed the number of followers. Ritz, feigning nonchalance, turned into a back alley. By weaving through these narrow streets, he was sure to find the perfect spot to question the men behind him.

But the opportunity presented itself surprisingly quickly and anticlimactically. The first alley he turned into was, by some stroke of luck, a dead end. Ritz hadn't expected a dead end to appear so conveniently and was honestly at a loss for words.

This kind of thing rarely happened. It must have been thanks to Hellebore wishing him good luck.

He could tell that the men following him had stopped upon seeing the dead end. He sensed them whispering, trying to figure out what to do.

He couldn't let them get away now. It was time to make the first move.

Ritz called out to the men behind him, feigning a casual tone.

"Hey, you've got business with me, right? Don't go running off now."

Once the men fell silent, Ritz turned around. As expected, they looked like perfectly ordinary townsfolk. Their expressions were somewhat stiff, perhaps out of fear of him.

"What's wrong? Don't just stand there, come on over. As ticked off as I am, I'm not gonna just start swinging at you."

When he spoke in a light tone, the men huddled together and whispered for a moment before one of them stepped forward and slowly approached. He then addressed Ritz, sizing him up from below.

"You just left your companions, right?"

*Hook, line, and sinker*, Ritz thought with an inward smirk, but of course, he didn't let it show.

"What's it to ya? You were watchin'?"

He glared at the men with the most disgruntled expression he could muster, and they flinched again. Given his height and the greatsword on his back, it was unlikely any normal townsman wouldn't be intimidated. But this would give him an advantage when pressuring them later.

However, the townsmen became overly frightened and clammed up. This wouldn't get them anywhere.

Ritz plopped down on the ground and looked up at them. This should lessen some of the intimidation. Sure enough, the men looked relieved and drew a little closer.

"I've got a good business proposition for you. Won't you hear me out?"

"Business proposition? If it's really profitable, I might listen."

The mention of a business proposition suggested this might be the rich guy's side.

*If the plan goes well and I can fleece them for some cash, that'd be lucky*, he thought. If he told Anna, she’d probably scold him for being a criminal, but the more travel money, the better.

While Ritz was thinking this, the men seemed to interpret it in their own favorable way.

"You'll listen? That's great."

The relieved men finally began to talk.

"There's a woman in this town who's hoarding a treasure. We want you to take it from her. We'll split it with you. Of course, you'll get your share. Not only that, just for helping us, we'll pay you a handsome reward."

Just as he thought, it was the rich man, Azaroth Rusan's side. There was no point in talking until he met the big boss.

"I can't trust you guys alone. I'm the type who won't talk business until I see the face of the guy putting up the money."

He expected them to hesitate or refuse, but the man nodded readily.

"Of course, that's understandable. Come with us, we'll take you to Rusan."

With that, the men gestured for Ritz to follow and started walking. *Alright, first contact successful on my end.*

*I wonder if Franz is doing okay?*

He wasn't very good at theatrical things. That was his only worry, but from this point on, there was absolutely no way for him to check on Franz.

All Ritz could do now was maintain his scowl and pray in his heart, *Please don't screw this up.*

Led by the men, he was brought to a grand mansion in what seemed to be the town's upscale residential district. The man guiding him was familiar with the gatekeeper, and they were let inside without a hitch.

He was made to wait for a while in a massive reception room, with no attendants present. *Careless*, he thought, but he had no desire to take advantage of it and pilfer anything. After all, there was nothing in this room that appealed to him.

Ritz sank into the expensive sofa that gave way more than necessary and surveyed the room. As expected of a rich man, the decorations were dazzlingly gorgeous. He recalled that Franz's father had similar taste.

Why did all rich people have the same sense of style?

Expensive vases, expensive glassware, an expensive chandelier, and an expensive carpet. And expensive furniture. It was all so obviously pricey that it made him sigh. For Ritz, who didn't care for decorations, it was a rather uncomfortable space.

Well, a greedy man who coveted even others' treasures despite his wealth was unlikely to be a man of refined taste, with a simple, neat home where casually placed items were of high quality.

At any rate, this room was the first one guests were shown. If the goal was to overwhelm guests with these expensive items and show off one's power, then this dazzlingly gaudy room was probably fit for its purpose.

If he was the type who wanted to show off this much wealth, he could probably demand a hefty price. That way, he might be able to earn a little more pocket money before heading to the sea. That would be nice. After all, a guardian with two minors to look after was always worried about finances.

Eventually, the door opened without any warning.

"Sorry to keep you waiting, guest!"

The man who entered was like a manju bun, his skin stretched taut and shiny. If you pushed him over, he'd probably roll quite impressively.

"Hey, heard you had a proposition for me."

When Ritz spoke nonchalantly, the man grinned happily. He didn't seem like a bad person, but he did seem selfish. He had probably never encountered a problem in his life that money couldn't solve. He likely didn't even realize he was being incredibly greedy.

While Ritz was observing the man, the stout fellow sat down across from him with a grunt.

"I am Azaroth Rusan. The wealthiest man in town."

A broad smile spread across his shiny, greasy face, and the man offered a hand to Ritz. He must have believed that nothing could stand in his way.

This was an easy type to handle. But Franz, with his naked contempt for merchants and the wealthy, probably couldn't have dealt with this man.

Ritz didn't take the offered hand, instead averting his gaze to seem bored. It wasn't a good move to appear too eager right now. The best approach was to make the other party take the bait.

"I'm Ritz Alster. A mercenary. I wander from place to place."

"From place to place? Oho, oho."

Rusan was genuinely impressed, but with that perpetually light tone of his, Franz would surely have gotten angry, thinking he was being mocked.

"Yeah, just had a little falling out with my partner. Well, he was just a rookie brat, so it's no big deal."

Ritz deliberately left a pause to make it easy for Rusan to ask, and Rusan took the bait.

"Hoh~. So you're not hired by anyone right now?"

"Of course not. If I was, would I be messing around here?"

Hearing Ritz's answer, Rusan beamed. His eyes were about to disappear into the flesh of his face.

"I came here 'cause I heard you had a good deal. If it's a lie, I'm outta here. Gotta find a new employer, after all."

When Ritz said this with a yawn, looking utterly bored, Rusan panicked. In this situation, the only other employer he could think of was his rival, Siglet.

"Wait, it's a really good deal!"

"Really?"

When he asked with a dubious expression, Rusan nodded frantically.

"It's true. It's a really good deal."

He decided to stop feigning doubt. He needed to get hired for the plan to work, so he softened his attitude here.

"I guess I'll believe you."

"That's great!"

"Then let's talk business. What do you want to hire me for?"

In the empty reception room, Rusan deliberately lowered his voice.

"It's simple. I want you to go into a certain cave and take a treasure."

"Hey, hey, are you telling me to go cave exploring? You gotta be kidding me, that's a pain. That's a job for adventurers."

Taking on a completely dismissive attitude, Ritz's reaction made Rusan hastily add on.

"No, no, it's a small cave. It really is. But there's someone guarding it, which is the problem."

"Someone guarding it?"

Rusan nodded.

"One woman and a nasty landowner. We can't get the treasure unless we deal with those two."

Rusan had made it seem like Mrs. Sabatieri and the landowner Siglet were accomplices.

While it wasn't the truth, it was convenient. It would be much easier to act if Ritz pretended to believe Siglet was also an enemy.

Franz was on the other side. To buy time by pretending to fight, it would be better for Ritz to act as if he believed Siglet's side was the enemy.

"Heh, so I just have to beat up that guy. Oh, and just so you know, I have a rule: I don't lay a hand on women and children. Sorry, but if you tell me to take out the woman too, I'm dropping this job."

"Of course, of course. You just need to defeat that bastard Siglet."

From Rusan's perspective, just getting rid of Siglet seemed to be a huge help. If his rival for the treasure was gone, this town would be his domain.

The deal was set.

"So, how much are you paying? I won't take it if it's cheap."

At those words, Rusan held up five fingers.

"Five Giltz? That's pocket change. Can't you do a little better? You're rich, aren't you?"

"Hmm, then this much!"

"Seven Giltz, huh? Can't you squeeze out a little more? I was planning on heading to the capital for some fun after I finish this job."

The person he sent the letter to via Heath would probably try desperately to persuade him to return, but Ritz was confident he could talk his way out of it and escape. The only person in the world he couldn't beat was supposed to never show up.

"Hngggghhh… alright, this much!"

The number Rusan threw out, as if making a bold decision, was eight Giltz.

"A little more!"

"Then—then I'll go all out, ten on the dot!"

From Ritz's experience as a mercenary captain, it was too cheap, but if he pushed too hard and Rusan backed out, he'd have to renegotiate, which would weaken his position. Since he wasn't really in need of money, it seemed best to leave it at that.

"Alright. I'm broke right now, so that'll do. Half upfront so you don't back out later."

Rusan jiggled his belly in satisfaction and clapped his hands loudly. A man who appeared to be a butler immediately rushed in.

"Please prepare a room and five Giltz for this gentleman immediately."

"As you wish, sir."

The butler's hair was gone from his forehead to the crown of his head, with only the sides remaining. He must have lost it from the stress of constantly listening to this man's selfish demands. Ritz felt sorry for him.

*My condolences*, Ritz thought to himself as he stood up. Unaware that he was being pitied, the butler politely gestured for Ritz to exit the room.

As he was leaving the room, Ritz turned to Rusan as if he'd just remembered something.

"I don't know how you found out about me, but you must know about my former partner, right? He might be looking for an employer somewhere too."

Watching Rusan's expression change out of the corner of his eye, Ritz left the reception room.

Now, after Rusan learned that Franz had been hired by the enemy, the second part of the plan would have to begin.

For now, Ritz headed to the room assigned to him.

The room he was shown to seemed to be a guest room, but it was neat and tidy with few unnecessary decorations.

Of course, the carpets and furniture were all expensive, but at least there were no gaudy vases or glassware.

However, in their place was a basket filled with lots of fruit and sweets. Thinking it was a decoration, he reached out and found that it was fresh and real.

Apparently, he could eat it whenever he wanted.

"I see, this is the kind of life that gives you that kind of body."

He popped a small fruit into his mouth with a look of understanding.

"Delicious!"

He tossed his luggage onto a large chest and threw his whole body onto the bed. The bed was wide enough for three people or more, and it was fluffy, made of down feathers.

"Woooah, this is luxury!"

With nothing to do until the plan started moving, Ritz decided to enjoy this luxurious lifestyle without reservation.

A little while earlier.

In the Green Forest Inn, just after Ritz had left, Franz slammed the door shut, turned to face the inside of the inn, and sighed. There stood Anna, Lira, and Net, smiling.

"Franz, your delivery was a little flat, but it was great!"

Anna greeted him with a round of applause. Was it just his imagination, or had he been doing nothing but this kind of thing since he started traveling with Ritz and the others? Was his final destination swindler?

"I told you I'm not suited for this kind of role…"

As he muttered, Anna smiled, walked over to him, and whispered in his ear.

"It'd be scary if Ritz really thought he was babysitting, wouldn't it?"

"Yeah."

Franz glared lightly at Anna, who had spoken in a cheerful tone. Why did Anna have to lack any sense of tension?

But Anna seemed to have her own thoughts on the matter.

"Franz, you're making a super scary face."

"Eh?"

"Like this."

Anna suddenly furrowed her brow. Franz was confused at first, then understood. It seemed Anna was trying to ease his extreme tension.

He casually touched his own forehead and found, just as Anna had said, an incredibly deep wrinkle there. This was definitely too tense.

If he were to ask whose fault it was that he had such an expression, she would probably just tilt her head and say, 'Whose fault?' It all started because Anna accepted Heath's request, but she had surely forgotten that by now.

He would probably be plagued by Ritz's carelessness and Anna's lack of delicacy as long as he continued to travel with them. Not that Franz had any idea what to do about it.

For now, he decided to leave his face as it was. Until this tension eased, there was no way to get rid of the wrinkle between his brows.

"Franz, you won't last if you're so tense. It's okay, it's okay."

Anna had said that several times now, but the one in a difficult position wasn't Anna, it was Franz.

Maintaining a sense of tension while waiting without doing anything was quite taxing on the nerves. He hadn't realized that just waiting could be this tiring.

But Anna seemed completely oblivious to such things. For a while now, she had been restlessly going back and forth between Franz and Lira, consulting with them about something.

Eventually, it seemed they had come to a decision, and Anna came over to Franz with a smile.

"I'm going shopping with Lira!"

It was completely out of the blue.

"Eh? Now?"

"Yup."

"Really, now?"

Franz couldn't help but ask again, but Anna didn't seem to be joking. In her hand, despite it being morning, was a lamp.

"Don't tell me, that?"

At Franz's question, Anna nodded once.

"Yup, it's the 'contingency plan' Ritz was talking about. We should probably take Sara-chan, right?"

In fact, Anna had been entrusted with another task. While they were all having breakfast, Ritz had suddenly suggested a 'contingency plan'.

If Anna and Lira were in a situation where they couldn't deliver a message to the two of them, they would prepare an alternative messenger.

And the chosen third messenger was Sara, the Salamander.

But Sara could still only speak phrases of up to two characters (?). 'Good morning' was '*oha-kee*', 'happy' was '*ure-kee*'. If there was someone who could interpret, it might work, but as it was, she was completely unfit to be a messenger.

So, Sara was to act more like a carrier Salamander than a messenger.

But there was a problem with that too. If you wrote a message for Sara-chan on paper and had her carry it, it would burn up and be completely useless. So, for Sara to successfully carry out her duty, they needed non-flammable paper, or a tube whose contents wouldn't burn.

They didn't know if such a thing existed, but Ritz had said they should at least check that weapon shop, which had a selection 'as varied as the Royal Capital, even if the quantity is small'. Of course, that role fell to Anna, not Ritz and Franz, who would likely be under surveillance.

But that was just a contingency. There was no need to execute it right now.

And yet, Anna's insistence on going now was well beyond Franz's comprehension.

"Why don't you go after the negotiations are done?"

In contrast to Franz's placating tone, Anna's answer was firm and clear.

"Because just waiting is boring!"

"Boring…"

He certainly understood the pain of just waiting. But if they didn't wait when they were supposed to, wouldn't it throw off the entire plan? Anna said to the dumbfounded Franz with a very serious face.

"Besides, I probably won't have a part to play even if I'm here."

"…"

He was at a loss for words. It was true that there was nothing she could be asked to do. On the contrary, if she were in the same room, she might say something careless and further complicate the situation.

Even Franz understood that much, but it was still too sudden. Did she have no intention of helping Franz, who was about to be turned into a swindler by Ritz?

Having decided that the speechless Franz had agreed, Anna continued with a smile.

"My foster father used to say it's better to get things done when you have free time so you can relax later."

Anna had not a shred of doubt. Franz had never met Anna's foster father, but at times like this, he wanted to lodge a complaint with Anna's guardian. Why hadn't he taught her that what you do depends on the time and place? He wished Anna would consider the situation for once.

What they were about to do was a little different from farm work or preparing for cooking.

But once Anna got like this, she was stubborn. Once she decided to go, there was no other option. Franz knew that all too well.

If Ritz were here, he would skillfully talk her into putting it off, but unfortunately, Ritz wasn't here, and Franz didn't have the means to talk Anna around.

"Well then, good luck, Franz!"

"Wait a minute."

"We're off, Papa!"

"Anna, wait…"

The door slammed shut with a heavy thud just before his outstretched hand could reach her.

"Is she serious…"

To the murmuring Franz, Net spoke in a voice just as heavy as the door, if not more so.

"Franz-kun, it looks like it's up to the two of us to handle this."

"I'm sorry to trouble you."

Honestly, Ritz and Anna were both too selfish. The one left behind to deal with the mess was always Franz.

Anger welled up within him, but she was already gone, so there was nothing he could do. In the first place, it wasn't in Franz's nature to yell emotionally.

After standing motionless for a while, lost in thought, Franz let out a small sigh and resigned himself. Perhaps his current expression was just right for someone who had just had a falling out with a companion.

It wasn't as if Anna had planned it that way, but it was a rather infuriating thought.

No matter the situation, what needed to be done wouldn't change, and since he couldn't do anything without acting, he braced himself. Resignation is key for a person.

In contrast to Franz, the one restlessly pacing around was Net, who had been watching the mirror he'd set up since morning.

It was Franz's role to get hired, and there was no need for him to be nervous, but perhaps his nerves were frayed by this unprecedented situation.

According to Lira, it was Net who hadn't slept well and had been pacing around since early morning, more so than the actual participants. He might look tough, but perhaps he was very delicate, contrary to his appearance.

Franz felt sorry for him in his heart, but he couldn't think of any appropriate words and ended up holding his tongue. To be honest, he didn't know what to say to Net, who was likely even more confused than he was.

That strangely silent atmosphere was suddenly broken by a single word from Net.

"H-He's here, Franz-kun."

Franz calmly gave instructions to Net, who had spoken in a strained voice.

"Net-san, they'll notice if you're agitated. Please stay calm in the kitchen."

"R-Right? Geez, I'm getting nervous thinking it's just the two of us."

Despite saying so, Net obediently retreated to the kitchen.

Now, the match would be a one-on-one between Franz and whoever wanted to hire him.

"I can't mess this up…"

Speaking to himself, Franz took a deep breath.

"Alright."

Just as he uttered the word of resolve, there was a knock on the entrance door.

"Net, it's me."

Before Net could answer in a flurry, the man pushed the door open. He was a well-dressed, somewhat lanky man, followed by several attendants.

"Well, well, Neset-san, what can I do for you?"

Neset Siglet. The landowner. The man and his attendants entered without permission and found seats.

"I came on business with a guest staying here… oh, are you alone?"

Siglet's eyes turned to Franz. It seemed he hadn't yet heard that Ritz and Franz had parted ways after a fight.

"…Is my being alone inconvenient for you in some way?"

Siglet flinched slightly at the emotionless tone and cold gaze.

"No, it's not a problem, but… Net, what happened to the other, bigger fellow?"

Asked by Siglet, Net glanced at Franz as if asking for permission to speak. Franz nodded silently.

"Actually, this guest's companion had a falling out with him and stormed off. We have no idea where he is."

"A falling out?"

Siglet looked at Franz suspiciously. Franz just stared back at Siglet in silence.

"Hmm, I see. That's a shame."

To Siglet, who was moving the conversation along on his own, Franz tossed out a single word.

"A shame?"

He was met with a piercing gaze and a cold smile from Siglet. As expected of a man capable of splitting the town in two, he wouldn't be easy to deal with. Franz, whose experience with human relationships was close to nil, had no idea if he stood a chance.

"I had a job I wanted to ask of you two."

"You two? Do you think I'm inferior to him?"

Perhaps thinking it would be troublesome if Franz ran off too, Siglet put on a friendly expression. But a fake smile was meaningless to Franz. Due to his upbringing, he was adept at seeing the malice behind a person's expression.

"I have a favor to ask of you. I want a certain woman to hand over a treasure to me. But she won't agree. So I want you to come with me to the discussion… do you understand what I mean?"

Franz nodded with a grimace.

"You want me to threaten her?"

Without answering, Siglet touched his pointed chin and stroked it lightly, a smirk twisting his lips.

This man couldn't be fooled so easily. Franz's hand, clenched into a fist, was already slick with cold sweat, though he couldn't tell if the other man noticed.

*It would have been better if Ritz had gotten this side*, he thought, but it was too late for that now. All he could do was his best.

"What's the pay?"

Siglet, mistakenly thinking that the mostly expressionless Franz had agreed, let out an arrogant smile.

From his opponent's composure, anxiety welled up in Franz's chest. From now on, Franz had to delay the negotiations by saying he needed to prepare while continuing to stay at this inn.

A cold sweat trickled down his back. How many times had he felt this anxiety?

If Ritz's entire plan had been seen through, what on earth should he do? If that happened, Franz would be completely out of moves.

"Well then, you…"

"Franz."

"Franz, I must have you come to my mansion. It's rather inconvenient here."

*Here it comes.* Franz answered calmly.

"I have my own reasons. I'm staying here."

But Siglet, as if he knew this would happen, just raised an eyebrow slightly and didn't back down.

"You made a rather unpleasant face when I proposed this just now, didn't you?"

"…"

*He noticed.* As Franz remained silent, Siglet pressed on.

"Perhaps you know the situation in this town. And you intend to weigh my offer against that man's… is that not so?"

Siglet's face twisted ugly. It seemed his suspicions weren't what Franz had thought. He simply seemed to harbor considerable animosity towards his rival. In that case, it would be wiser to remain silent than to open his mouth carelessly.

*Silence is golden. It's common sense in business.*

Franz continued to stay silent. Siglet continued to speak his own assumptions.

"You should abandon such calculating thoughts. Now that the other one is gone, I am determined to hire you. The other one will surely go to that man's side. To the side of that money-grubber who thinks he can roll people over with gold coins."

*So that's what the other guy is like.* Then he must be like Franz's father. *Was it good that I got this man, or not?…* As he sighed with mixed feelings, Siglet misunderstood again.

"Don't even think about running away. I won't let you."

Net, who had been listening silently in the back, couldn't hold back any longer and interjected.

"Neset-san, don't be rude to my guest. The customer wants to stay here, so that should be fine!"

But Siglet just glanced at Net and sneered.

"Will your profits decrease, Net?"

"That's not the issue!"

Laughing at the half-irritated Net, Siglet turned to Franz.

"I will guarantee your weapons, armor, tools, and all your living expenses. There's no need to stay here, is there?"

It was clear he wouldn't listen to anything now. In the first place, Franz couldn't think of any excuse to stay at the inn. The problem was asking Franz to negotiate in the first place.

Unable to think of anything, Franz made a final gamble.

"You don't trust me?"

He hadn't thought the word 'trust' would come out of his own mouth, but Franz thought that's what Ritz would say to shut him up. But that was probably something that could only be accomplished by that Ritz, with his personality, eloquence, and the intimidating presence he projected.

As expected, Siglet didn't back down and instead sneered at him.

"Trust? I'll trust you after you've done the job."

Franz received those words with a sense of despair. He was well and truly cornered.

"…What is your answer? Now that you've heard the details of the request, I have no intention of letting you go either way."

With that, the match was likely decided. Franz sighed at Net, who had turned pale and seemed on the verge of panic. It might have been manageable if he were a better talker, but for Franz, who found even normal human relationships tedious, the burden was too heavy.

For the most part, he had only started to seriously interact with people very recently. There was no way he would have acquired any negotiation skills.

His previous dealings with the merchant had gone well, but that was due to Ritz's meticulous planning. This was the first time all the decision-making had been left up to him.

"Understood. Give me a little time. I'll prepare. Net-san, please help me."

Without looking back, Franz went up the stairs in front of the watching Siglet.

There were two entrances to this inn. If he really wanted to run, now was the time, but doing so would cause the plan to collapse from its foundation. He couldn't do that. When he turned around, Net, who was following him, looked rather pale as well.

Returning to the room he was staying in, Franz let out a big sigh and looked back at Net.

"It was no use."

"No, Franz-kun, you did your best."

Net's words were meant to console him, but Franz could only sigh heavily.

He wanted to throw everything aside, fall onto the bed, and sleep, but he was no longer in a situation that allowed for that.

"Net-san, when Anna gets back, please tell her what happened."

"Franz-kun…"

It was really a problem that Anna wasn't here at a time like this. That's why he told her not to go. But he was also the one who couldn't stop her. If Franz couldn't stop Anna, there was no way he could persuade Siglet. He could only sigh and resign himself to the difference in experience.

"Net-san, I can't move either now. Tell Anna that it's her turn to work hard from now on."

This was a jab at Anna for not being there when it mattered: 'Since I got caught, you have to work for my share too.'

There was no point unless he said it to Anna, but even if he did, he didn't think she would understand.

With sluggish movements, he packed his belongings. Finally, with all his luggage in hand, Franz shook his head as if to shake something off and looked at Net.

Net was frozen, looking troubled. He seemed genuinely worried about Franz and Ritz, who had only stayed at the inn for one night. They had ended up causing trouble just by coincidentally staying at this inn.

"I'm sorry to trouble you."

That was all he could say to him.

In his heart, he felt a great anger towards Ritz and Anna for the holes in their plan, and a small sense of apology for his own inadequacy. He gazed out the window.

He could see the Faldina Garrison barracks. He might have caused trouble for Hellebore too. Stroking the rapier at his waist once, Franz took a deep breath as if to steel himself.

"I'll leave the rest to you."

Leaving behind the bewilderedly nodding Net, Franz descended the stairs without looking back.

For the first time for Franz, a harsh battle in which no one would likely throw him a lifeline had begun.

The mansion he was taken to by Siglet and his attendants was, as expected, a grand residence on a small hill. For a moment, Franz was struck by a complex emotion he couldn't identify as nostalgia or disgust.

The grand house was subtly similar to his family home. On top of that, his position was similar to when he was taken to his family home in Faldina. No freedom, and his own will was not respected. In this, nothing had changed from the Franz before he went to Orphe.

Even if he was told he could go wherever he liked within the grounds, he was constantly being watched, so there was nothing he could do.

In the end, the only freedom granted to Franz was to pace around the room he was left alone in, swallowing his irritation and anger at himself.

The room he was in was spacious, with few decorations, but each piece of furniture was incredibly ornate. The carved pictures were all based on the myths of this world and were beautiful. Moreover, those carvings were completely untarnished by dust.

Even from this one detail, it was clear that Siglet was a very meticulous and neurotic person.

Looking up at the pattern of subdued colors painted on the bed's canopy, Franz collapsed onto the bed. The bed softly enveloped him.

"Haa…"

A sigh escaped him. This room was of the same rank as Franz's room in Saradio before he went to Orphe. This meant that the man held a corresponding amount of power in this town.

Looking at the room alone, it seemed he was being treated very well, but there was a guard in front of his room. Siglet had called him an attendant. He was told to ask the man if he wanted anything, but in short, that was nothing more than telling Franz not to leave the room.

"Haa…"

A sigh escaped. Franz, who had been brought to this house as if being dragged, had just spent an unpleasant time being stared at by the sneering Siglet.

"I will give you as much money as you want. But it will all be a success fee. You might take the money I give you first and run to Rusan's place, after all."

Siglet was a terribly suspicious man. Franz was also said to be suspicious, but compared to him, he was so straightforward it was almost touching.

But this was no time for such cynical thoughts. Franz had tried one last act of resistance to get out of this mansion. He had protested that the inn was more convenient, but in the end, Siglet wouldn't listen.

Franz, who had no good negotiation skills, was at a loss, his options exhausted.

"I will provide anything you need. Do not hesitate to ask."

Franz had thought long and hard about what to say and had tried to negotiate, but with Siglet's single sentence, the conversation was over. From then on, Franz had been in this room, in a state of confinement, so to speak.

If things continued like this, the worst-case scenario was possible. If he was forced to fight Ritz, it wouldn't end well.

What should he do to end this in a way that would satisfy both his employer and the other's employer?

With nothing to do and only time to think, Franz suddenly found himself thinking about how to seriously fight and win against Ritz.

Ritz was a swordsman, and he was a spirit user. Was there some chance of victory there?

Of course not. The other was a battle-hardened mercenary, and he was a novice adventurer who could barely walk.

But, if he put his mind to it as a spirit user….

"What am I thinking?"

He tried to dismiss the foolish thought with a mumble, but he found himself becoming interested in his own mental game.

"I'm bored anyway."

Lying on the bed and staring at the ceiling, Franz began to delve into tactics to pass the time.

In the first place, it was because of Ritz's plan that he was in this mess. It should be fine to get revenge, or rather, counterattack, at least in his mind.

He got up and pulled out some paper from his luggage. From a variety of methods, he wrote down several ways to use the Fire Spirit to increase his combat power.

But, at this point, he still hadn't realized that he would actually end up using it against Ritz. The gears of fate begin to turn in the most unexpected places, in the most unexpected ways.

But for now, those gears remained silent.
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			And now, to turn back the clock a little.

Anna, having talked Franz into letting her leave the inn, had a reunion with a certain person in the middle of town. It was the bullied boy, Dill.

"Dill, how have things been since then?"

At Lira’s question, Dill smiled shyly. It seemed he was living peacefully, without being bullied. The bullies were probably scared after getting yelled at by Ritz. Even from Anna's perspective as a companion, he was impressively tall, and then there was that greatsword. To children, Ritz must have seemed like an unknown creature.

"Where are you and Lira going?"

Dill asked, looking curiously between the lamp in Anna’s hand and Lira. It was probably strange to be walking around with a lamp at this time of day, when the sun had just risen. Lira turned to look at Anna questioningly.

"Anna, is it okay to tell him?"

"Of course!"

Anna nodded with a smile. Lira then glanced around restlessly. It was a little cute, like they were playing a secret agent game. When she was with a reliable older person like Ritz, Anna tended to revert to a child-like state, but when she was with children, she couldn't help but become the orphanage caretaker again.

Lira led the two of them to a corner of a relatively empty square and sat them down on a bench.

"No one's listening now, right?"

"Right."

Anna nodded too. In Lira's mind, they were in the middle of a secret mission. Swept up in the atmosphere, Dill also surveyed their surroundings.

"You see, actually…"

Lira whispered in Dill’s ear, her voice low.

"What?!"

"Shh!"

Lira hurriedly covered Dill’s mouth. Dill stared at Lira, then looked back and forth between her and Anna’s face, his eyes wide in confusion. When he was finally released, Dill naturally lowered his voice and asked the two of them.

"You're going to trick Siglet-san and Rusan-san? How?"

"We're not tricking them, just teaching them a little lesson."

Anna denied the word 'trick' with a smile. This was helping people. Ritz had said that a lie to help someone was a good lie, and that it was called mutual aid. Tricking them was out of the question.

Lira, on Anna's behalf, explained the plan in a low voice, trying her best. Where her words fell short, Anna filled in the gaps. With the two of them supplementing each other, they were able to explain it surprisingly clearly and correctly.

"I see… thank you."

Finally convinced, Dill nodded, though he was still a little taken aback. He had never dreamed that his mother was being targeted by the townspeople. Unlike girls, who are sensitive to various subtle details, boys are often oblivious to the atmosphere around them.

Dill let out a deep sigh, uncharacteristic for a child, and rested his chin on his knee.

"Mom wasn't like this when Dad was alive. I wonder why she became so cold."

"Is that so?"

Anna, who hadn't heard about his mother yet, leaned forward.

"Yeah. Dad was often sick, so she was always smiling at home. When Mom laughed out loud, it was like a flower blooming, and the whole house would brighten up."

"That's right. It was like that when I went to play, too. Her leaf pies were so delicious."

"I see."

So, as Heath had said, she didn't seem to be a stingy and eccentric woman. There must be some reason for it.

"But now, even when she's at home, Mom doesn't smile. I don't know why."

Dill looked sad, bewildered by his mother's change, and still unable to accept it. Then, did he know about the treasure?

"Dill, do you know what your mother is hiding?"

Anna asked, her voice even lower. Dill shook his head with a troubled look.

"I don't know. She won't tell me either."

"I see…"

Disappointment must have crept into her voice, because Dill hurriedly said.

"But I think it's something important! Because Dad was the one who hid it."

"Your dad?"

Lira tilted her head in confusion. As his childhood friend, Lira seemed to know his father.

"Dill's dad seemed cranky, and his clothes were all worn out. He didn't look like he was hiding a treasure."

"But Dad had a secret. Every night after supper, he would always go out to the cave."

"The cave? The one where the treasure is hidden now?"

When Anna asked, Dill nodded gravely. According to him, his father rarely came back while Dill was awake, and when he woke up in the morning, his father would already be asleep in his bedroom.

"That's strange, isn't it, Lira?"

"Yeah."

Lira and Anna nodded at each other. What on earth was the treasure? What was the secret of Dill’s parents? Would they find out everything when Heath brought the inspection team from the Royal Capital? But they couldn't help but be curious about what it was.

However, Anna, being the daughter of a clergyman, couldn't possibly pry into the secrets of someone who was going through a sad time. Curiosity versus the duty of a clergyman. When put on a scale, the duty of a clergyman always won.

"By the way, what are you and Lira going to do?"

Asked by Dill, Anna and the others finally remembered their original purpose. At the same time, a good idea came to mind.

"That's right, we're going shopping! Dill, you should come with us."

If Dill was bullied again, they couldn't help him if they were separated, but if he came with them, they could.

Dill looked taken aback, and Lira pressed him.

"You heard our story, didn't you? We're companions now. And this is about helping your mom, Dill. As a boy, you have to help your mom, don't you?"

At Lira’s surprisingly mature tone, Dill fidgeted for a while, but eventually, as if he couldn't escape their gazes, he gave a small nod.

"Okay, I'll go too."

For Dill, that must have been a very big decision. He, who was usually just timidly worrying about being bullied, had, even if he was dragged into it by two girls, become willing to help with something himself.

And so, due to mere circumstance and an unfortunate coincidence, another accomplice was added to this plan.

The three of them headed to the weapon shop together. On the way, some bullies in town stared at Dill, but they didn't dare approach.

The strange atmosphere wasn't just due to Ritz’s influence. Anna asked Lira in a low voice.

"Hey, are they not coming because I'm with you and Lira?"

Lira turned bright red and fell silent. Dill answered instead.

"A while ago, Lira beat up all the bullies by herself. It was amazing. She was like a martial artist!"

As Dill boasted, Lira’s face turned even redder.

"Why do you look so embarrassed, Lira?"

Since Lira didn't seem likely to answer, Anna asked Dill.

"At that time, Lira got punched in the face by a bully and her nose started bleeding. She didn't even notice and kept fighting. I think that was scary for everyone."

"Hey! Stop it, Dill! It's embarrassing!"

Lira, her face beet red, shoved Dill with all her might. Dill tumbled spectacularly. Anna couldn't help but burst out laughing at his impressive fall.

But Lira was red-faced and her eyes were moist. No matter how much she won the fight, getting a bloody nose in public seemed to have deeply wounded Lira’s pure maidenly heart.

It would be bad if she started crying here. Anna used a trick she had learned in her orphanage days to distract a child on the verge of tears. It might be simple, but it was to be dramatically impressed.

"Lira… you're amazing!"

Being so simply praised by Anna, Lira was momentarily stunned, then she couldn't help but smile bashfully.

"Eheheheheh… I'm just a little good at fighting."

"That's amazing!"

This time, Anna was genuinely impressed. She then looked at Dill.

"I'm a weakling and can't do anything."

He looked troubled at being looked at. Anna spoke to him in a gentle, admonishing tone.

"If someone helps you, you have to protect them next time. Because you're a boy, Dill. You know, I'm always getting scolded, but Ritz and Franz always help me. So, I want to help them too."

This was Anna’s true feeling, something she couldn't say in front of Ritz and the others. Franz was how he was, but he thought about things quite seriously, and Ritz got angry easily, but he was always as gentle as a father.

Anna loved those two. But she had never said it out loud.

But Anna somehow felt that at least Ritz understood it without her having to say it. For some reason, Anna wished that various things would get through to Ritz.

Was it because she couldn't help but see Franz as a younger brother, so she was relying on the older Ritz?

While they were talking, the three of them had arrived at their destination, the weapon and tool shop.

"I'm going in, okay?"

When Anna looked back at the two, they both nodded with tense expressions. They must have still been in special forces mode.

"Hello~".

Anna said nonchalantly and knocked on the door.

"It's open."

After hearing a man’s equally unconcerned voice, she passed through the weapon shop's door.

"Whoa…"

Unlike the general store in the Village of Vishnu, this shop was filled with somewhat dangerous-looking items.

Anna, finding the new shop novel, looked around everywhere. There were heavy-looking shields and old metal armor, but also light armor like what travelers wore.

As for swords, they were hung horizontally in countless numbers from the ceiling to the floor on one entire wall. There were no extremely large greatswords like the one Ritz carried, but there were swords of a similar shape, and several types of rapiers like the one Franz had borrowed from Hellebore yesterday. Of course, there were also the swords that the people of the garrison unit usually wore.

On the adjacent wall, several types of bows were neatly hung. There were countless varieties, from huge ones she had never seen before to small ones capable of rapid fire. Nearby, there was also a corner with a large number of knives hanging.

She thought it was just weapons, but in one corner, for some reason, a large number of vases were placed haphazardly, and there was also a bottle with dozens of pen nibs stuck in it. Looking closely, she saw that household goods were mixed in with the weapons here and there. Was the spinning wheel placed near the bows and arrows because their shapes were similar?

Suddenly feeling a gaze, she looked in that direction and her eyes met with a man who was transitioning from middle to old age. After staring at each other for a moment, she finally remembered her role and who this person was.

"Hello. Um, there's something I want."

The weapon shop owner’s eyes widened.

"This is a weapon shop, you know?"

"Yes. I know."

After nodding, she took another look at themselves. Now that she thought about it, Anna, who looked the oldest, would probably only be seen as being in her mid-teens, and the two with her were twelve. It was probably unusual for them to come to a weapon shop. Surely, such a combination of strange customers was a rare sight.

And one of them was that bullied boy, Dill.

"Umm…"

As she was thinking about how to start the conversation, the shopkeeper’s eyes widened.

"Oh, if it isn't the Sabatieri boy!"

"Hello, mister."

Dill, having been called out by name, gave a small bow.

"You know each other?"

"Yeah. My dad used to shop at this store a lot."

"Oh, really?"

Anna and Lira exclaimed in unison. They had never imagined that the weapon shop and Dill had such a connection. Still, for his father to shop frequently at a weapon and tool store, he was certainly full of mysteries.

"What can I do for you today, boy and young ladies?"

Being lumped together, Anna thought to herself, *I'm older than you think*, but decided against it. It was a losing battle to say anything, as she had learned since starting her journey.

Besides, it was rather nice to be seen as younger. She didn't like being treated like a kid like Ritz did, but if she were treated like someone in their thirties, it would still feel unsettling. Such are the complexities of a woman's heart.

Feeling the gaze of the shopkeeper in front of her, Anna came back to her senses. *Oh, right. I was spacing out.*

"Um, do you have any paper that doesn't burn?"

Anna asked as straightforwardly as she could.

"Huh?"

The shopkeeper stared in surprise, but eventually, his gaze slowly shifted to the lamp in Anna’s hand.

"For the fire in that lamp?"

"Yes."

The shopkeeper thought for a moment, then started rummaging through a pile of unidentifiable luggage. Dust flew everywhere. How long had it been since he'd cleaned?

"I-it's dusty."

While the three of them were coughing, the shopkeeper stood up, completely unconcerned.

"Hmm, it might be in the warehouse. Want to come?"

The shopkeeper pointed to the back of the store. Looking at Lira and Dill, they seemed more than willing to go. Anna, of course, had no intention of refusing here.

"Yes, we'll go."

"Alright, closed for today."

With that, the shopkeeper unhesitatingly hung a 'Closed Today' sign outside the store. Was it really okay to close up shop so easily? For Anna, who had seen the merchants of Saradio before, it was incomprehensibly strange.

"Is it okay? To close up like that."

The shopkeeper laughed at the concerned Anna.

"No need for a young lady to worry. It's not like this shop gets any decent customers even when it's open."

Did that mean Ritz and Franz, who came here before, weren't decent customers either? She thought about it but didn't ask.

The shopkeeper, oblivious to the three's worries, briskly went into the back. When they hurried after him, the shopkeeper, without urging the three, went up a narrow staircase to the second floor. After hesitating for a moment, wondering if it was okay to enter someone's house so casually, the shopkeeper’s voice came down to her.

"If you don't come up, I'll leave you behind in the shop."

That would be a bit of a problem too. Anna looked back at the other two. They both nodded back. It was decided then, they wouldn't leave until they got the paper.

"We're coming!"

When they hurriedly ran up the stairs, they found what seemed to be the owner's home. As expected of a bachelor's household, everything outside of the living space was very scattered. As the shopkeeper called them to enter, he served them a large plate of cookies and cold juice that had been cooling outside the window.

"Kids shouldn't be so hesitant."

As the three of them took their seats, still confused, the shopkeeper grinned.

"You all just sit there and eat some sweets while you wait."

With those words, the shopkeeper nimbly went up to the third floor. Or rather, given the structure, it was probably more accurate to call it an attic. That seemed to be where the warehouse was.

The three of them, left behind, looked at each other with confused expressions, but eventually, Anna had an idea.

"I see, that old man probably brought us up to the second floor so we wouldn't stand out in the shop."

Come to think of it, she had heard from Hellebore that it was the owner of this shop who had rushed to the Faldina Garrison out of concern for Mrs. Sabatieri.

"Maybe the old man and Dill's dad were close?"

When Anna asked, Dill thought for a moment before nodding.

"Yeah, more than friends, it seemed like the old man respected my dad."

What did he mean by respect? Dill continued.

"The old man used to call my dad 'sensei'. My dad didn't like it, though."

"Sensei?"

It was getting more and more confusing.

"I wonder if he was teaching Dill's dad something."

Anna tilted her head. Looking beside her, Lira was also tilting her head.

"No one else in town called Dill's dad sensei."

"So, he was only a sensei to the old man here."

What on earth was the weapon shop owner, and what was Dill's father? The more she asked, the more mysteries appeared. For a while, they sat in silence, deep in thought as they ate the sweets. Then, suddenly, a loud crashing sound came from above.

The sound continued in a chain reaction for a while, then it became frighteningly quiet. Not even the sound of the shopkeeper walking could be heard.

"What was that?"

Anna murmured as she half-rose from her seat. Lira and Dill also looked at each other anxiously and then at Anna. Even when she strained her ears, she couldn't sense the shopkeeper’s presence.

"I wonder if the old man is okay."

At Dill's anxious murmur, Anna stood up.

"Let's go see!"

"Yeah!"

Lira nodded cheerfully. But Dill's reaction was different.

"But he told us to wait here…"

Lira pouted at Dill's troubled voice. She understood Dill's point. They were well aware that it was better to obey adults' instructions.

But Anna, as if she were back in the orphanage, said to the two of them in a gentle, admonishing tone.

"Lira, Dill, it's true that it's important to follow instructions. But you know, sometimes the other person might be in serious trouble, right?"

The two looked up. It was clear they were just as worried about the shopkeeper as Anna was. Still, they were hesitating, wondering if it was better to follow the shopkeeper’s instructions.

Anna continued to speak to the two of them.

"In that case, there's the option of following the instructions and just worrying about the other person, and the option of going to help them, even if it means getting scolded. If it were me, I'd want to go help so I wouldn't have any regrets. What do you think?"

When she smiled, the two looked up with determined expressions.

"Let's go!"

"Okay, let's go check it out!"

When they hurried up the stairs, they found thick clouds of dust pouring out of the open door. The smoke was slowly descending the stairs like a viscous liquid. What on earth had happened?

As Anna hesitated, she faintly heard the sound of someone coughing. No doubt about it, it was the shopkeeper.

As she tried to enter the room, Anna's breath caught. The dust was terrible. Covering her mouth with her sleeve, she called into the room.

"Are you okay?!"

There was no reply to Anna’s voice. No, she heard a faint voice.

"*Cough, cough*… Is that you, kids…"

"Mister, where are you?"

She heard a voice, but with this much dust, she couldn't see anything. On top of that, something gritty got in her eyes and tears started to well up. In this state, she couldn't understand what had happened at all.

To find out where the shopkeeper was, she needed to get this dust out. To get dust out, you first open a window. It's common sense for cleaning.

"I'm going to open the window!"

Saying this to the stunned duo, Anna took a deep breath, held it, and plunged into the room, relying on the direction from which light was leaking.

Her eyes stung. But there was nothing she could do. If she closed her eyes, she wouldn't be able to reach the window.

Judging by the height of the light, the window didn't seem to be that high up.

"Anna!"

She heard Lira shout, but right now, helping the shopkeeper came first. Besides, even if she wanted to answer, she couldn't because she was holding her breath. She had no choice but to ignore her.

She reached the window, but the lock wouldn't open easily. It was a little rusty. She was running out of air, but Anna desperately continued to struggle with the lock while holding her breath.

At a time like this, if only the strong Ritz were here, she thought, but she knew that wasn't the case. Right now, she had to somehow manage this situation with her own strength.

As she desperately struggled with the stiff, rusty lock, someone stood next to Anna and started to help her open it. Thinking it was Lira, Anna looked beside her, but to her surprise, it was Dill. Dill was also struggling to open the lock with a serious expression.

Working together, they finally got the lock open. Anna, who was at her limit, frantically threw the window wide open. She immediately stuck her head out the window and desperately drew air into her lungs. A little later, and she would have inhaled a lungful of dust.

The effect of opening the window was immediate. As expected, fresh air flowed in, and the dust began to escape outside. The townspeople who saw the clouds of dust pouring from the window stopped in their tracks, wondering what was happening, but when they realized it wasn't smoke from a fire, they quickly quieted down.

As the air in the room cleared and she could finally breathe, Anna looked for the shopkeeper. The fog-like dust slowly thinned, and the outlines of things began to appear.

"Mister!"

The shopkeeper was lying face down, pinned under a pile of large, board-like objects. Anna didn't know what they were, but they were huge panels with cloth and paper stretched over them.

"Oh, sorry about that… got myself pinned."

At his weak voice, Anna immediately rushed to the shopkeeper’s side.

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah. Don't think I'm dead. But my lower half hurts quite a bit."

"Is that where you're pinned?"

"Probably."

"Got it."

When Anna finished assessing the situation and looked back, Lira and Dill were frozen in place. They had probably never seen an injured person like this before and were in shock. But if they just stood there dazed, a life that could be saved would be lost.

"You two, don't just stand there, help!"

When someone is in shock, the only thing to do is give clear, concise instructions. When there was an accident in the village, Anton would cast aside his usual gentleness and act with resolve. Anna had often heard from Anton that this was the way to save people.

Anna’s desperate cry must have gotten through to them, because the two snapped back to their senses and came to Anna’s side.

"Anna, what should we do?"

An anxious Lira knelt beside the shopkeeper. Anna looked her in the eye and gave a firm instruction.

"You and Dill, look for a long pole!"

What Lira and Dill finally found was an old, worn-out sword. It was so rusty it couldn't be drawn.

"This is all we could find!"

"It's fine, it's enough."

Anna inserted the sword into the gap between the board and the floor. Then she placed a vase-like object that was conveniently rolling around between the sword and the floor. The sword was fixed, pointing diagonally upwards.

"You and Dill, slowly push that sword down."

What Anna was trying to do was use the principle of a lever. Lira, quickly realizing this, placed both hands on the sword.

"Dill, hurry!"

Urged by Lira, Dill also put his hands on the sword.

"We'll go on the count of three."

"Got it."

Dill and Lira put their weight on the sword together.

"Anna, we're going!"

"Anytime!"

"Ready, set, go!"

With a creaking sound, the large board slowly began to lift. This wooden board was heavier than she had thought. For a moment, she was worried about the strength of the sword, but she had to believe it would hold.

"A little more! You can do it, you two!"

Gripping the shopkeeper’s hands with both of her own, Anna encouraged the two as they strained. As if pushed by her voice, the two put even more strength into the sword.

"Ugh… Anna, are you done yet?"

"A little more! Keep it up!"

The gap between the board and the floor widened bit by bit. Suddenly, the weight on the shopkeeper’s body vanished. Seizing that moment, Anna pulled the shopkeeper out of the small gap with all her might. Slowly but surely, the shopkeeper’s not-so-small body began to slide out from under the board. Thanks to the dust, it was slippery, which helped.

But it wasn't enough. Something was caught.

"No good! A little higher!"

As Anna shouted while pulling, the two responded by continuing to push the sword with all their might.

Anna, pulling desperately, felt the sensation of the shopkeeper’s body becoming lighter as whatever was caught came free. He was almost out.

"Hngh, get out!"

With a final grunt of effort from Anna, the shopkeeper’s body was finally freed. The sudden release of the snag caused Anna to fall back with a thud.

"Anna!"

"I'm okay! Thanks, you two!"

Ignoring her aching bottom, Anna dragged the shopkeeper to a safe spot where nothing else would collapse on him.

"You can let go now."

When Anna spoke, the two let go of their hands as if all their strength had left them. With a clatter, the board that had been lifted fell back down. It had truly been held up by the slimmest of margins.

"Mister, are you okay?"

Lira and Dill, out of breath, rushed to the shopkeeper’s side. At their voices, the shopkeeper gave a weak smile. His face was pale, and blood was seeping through his trousers on both legs. They might be broken.

"Anna! Heal him like you healed me!"

"Of course!"

Even without Dill saying it, Anna had intended to. Lira also looked at Anna with pleading eyes.

The shopkeeper’s face was contorted in pain. He was in so much pain that he couldn't even hear the three's voices. In that case, sorry, but she would just have to treat him.

Without hesitation, Anna reached for the shopkeeper’s trousers.

"Eh…?"

"Lira, Dill, pull the other pant leg."

"Eh?"

"I can't see how bad the injury is unless we take them off!"

"Ah…"

Lira and Dill were stunned. But there was no time to hesitate. Even Anna felt bad about pulling down a respectable adult's trousers if the shopkeeper’s life wasn't in danger, but in this situation, it couldn't be helped. The two also seemed to have made up their minds and put their hands on the trouser cuffs. On the count of three, they ripped the trousers off.

The injury was mainly on his upper thigh. There was a lot of bleeding. The part of the bone visible through the wound was broken, but a visible wound was within Anna’s ability to treat.

Anna quietly focused her consciousness on her hands. A soft, cool sensation gathered there. She gently placed it on the shopkeeper’s injury.

"Water Spirit who governs healing, I beseech you, heal this wound."

After the cool sensation that enveloped her palms, the coolness gradually changed to a warm sensation like a person's body temperature. First, the broken bone connected, then the work of closing the wound on top of it began. This required much more care and concentration than the simple healing magic she usually used.

She didn't know how long she had been staring at the wound, but when she came to, the shopkeeper’s skin was gradually returning to its original color. Feeling awkward, the three of them hurriedly tried to put his trousers back on, but the shopkeeper, his face flushed with embarrassment, stood up and pulled them on himself.

Eventually, regaining his composure, the shopkeeper turned to Anna.

"Well, sorry about that. Thanks for your help."

"No, it's okay."

The shopkeeper asked the blushing Anna.

"You're a water spirit user, aren't you?"

"Yes."

Anna answered with a shy smile. The ones who were surprised by the term 'spirit user' were Lira and Dill.

"A spirit user can use magic, right?!"

Lira stared at Anna with awe.

"Yeah, sort of."

A troubled Anna scratched her cheek with her index finger, embarrassed. Come to think of it, she hadn't told these two about that. But from Anna’s perspective, it wasn't something to be so impressed about.

"And you're older than you look. You seem to have a lot of experience. How old are you, anyway?"

Since she was acting with children, she would have preferred that not to be found out, but it couldn't be helped. Anna didn't want to lie when someone asked her something.

"Yes. I'm thirty."

"Thirty?!"

Lira and Dill exclaimed in surprise. She looked only a little older than them, but in reality, she was more than twice their age, so it was natural for them to be surprised.

"I think I'm probably a different race, not human."

When she confessed with a bashful laugh, the two looked even more confused.

"Um, maybe I have some spirit folk blood in me, or something like that…"

Anna was even more troubled by the two's blank expressions, but Lira soon raised her voice in awe.

"Wow! That's amazing, Anna! I've made an amazing friend."

Lira didn't seem to be too fazed by Anna’s age or race, so she was relieved.

"It's okay, right? We're friends, right?"

"Of course."

As she relaxed, a smile spread across her face. It would be lonely if they distanced themselves from her now that they had become friends.

Having grown up in an orphanage for a long time, she had never had a child she could call a friend. She had always been in the position of a guardian. Come to think of it, Lira was the first friend Anna had ever had.

"That's amazing."

Dill, though taken aback, also didn't seem to be changing his attitude. That was a relief.

While they were talking, the shopkeeper, who could now move as usual, brought a box.

"Here you go, non-flammable paper."

When he opened the box the shopkeeper held out, inside was thin paper that gave off a faint light.

"Whoa… it really exists…"

It looked like normal paper, but how was it made? She had no idea.

"It was on a shelf deep in the back, so I accidentally knocked over some luggage and had a terrible time."

Anna took one sheet in her hand. It was light. As light as thin cloth. Would it really not burn?

Perhaps her thoughts showed on her face, because the shopkeeper grinned.

"Anyway, let's go back to my room and try it out. I'm covered in dust and want to change."

Looking closely, Anna and the other two were also covered in dust.

"Well, how about some juice?"

The old man cheerfully went downstairs. Lira followed him. As Dill was about to follow, Anna stopped him. Dill turned around with a quizzical look, and Anna smiled at him.

"Dill, you can't say you can't do anything anymore. Because you helped me, and you helped the old man."

A broad smile spread across Dill’s face. It was the first time she had seen such a clear, bright smile. If he had confidence in himself, he could make a face like that. Dill must be a good kid too.

"Come on, let's go get some juice!"

"Okay!"

The two of them also slowly started down the stairs.

After going downstairs, dusting themselves off, and composing themselves, Anna wrote on the paper.

"Just 'testing'… should be enough, right?"

Murmuring to herself, Anna put it in Sara’s lamp. Sara was delighted, thinking it was food-flame, but when she realized it was paper, she looked displeased.

"Sara-chan, this is a letter!"

"*Tega-kee*!"

Sara was happy, though she didn't know what it was. She was curious about everything she saw for the first time. That's why Ritz and Franz treated Anna and Sara as two of a kind.

"Is that a living thing?"

Lira, surprised by Sara speaking for the first time, peeked into the lamp.

"Yeah, it's a Fire Spirit, a Salamander."

"So that's why she's Sara-chan?"

"That's right!"

When Anna gently placed the letter inside the lamp, Sara received it with her small hands, which were tiny for her body.

"*Tega-kee, tega-kee*!"

Sara had no idea what it was, but she was happily waving the letter around.

"…It really doesn't burn."

Even though Sara was gripping it so tightly, the paper didn't even produce a wisp of smoke.

"That's amazing. Mister, how much is this?"

Fully intending to buy it, Anna took out her wallet. Franz had given her a third of their total funds, so she could afford it even if it was expensive.

This was her share, in case something happened to Franz and he couldn't use the money.

Franz had two-thirds of the total, but Ritz had none. Ritz had confidently said it was fine because he could manage on his own even without money, so it must have been okay.

"Mister, is it expensive?"

After checking the contents of her wallet, Anna asked the old man, and the shopkeeper laughed.

"Of course it's expensive. The money in there won't be enough. This is a special kind of paper. It's an import, made by coating paper from the eastern country of Tarnien with a special solution and drying it."

"No way…"

Lira and Anna, who had come this far, slumped onto the table in disappointment. Non-flammable paper was, after all, a magical item, not something that common people could easily obtain.

"Don't be so disappointed, it's okay."

At the shopkeeper’s words, Anna and Lira lifted their heads from the table.

"You saved my life. I'll give you this paper."

Anna's eyes widened at the shopkeeper’s unexpected words. Helping people was something of a hobby for Anna. To receive something so expensive felt very apologetic.

"Are you really sure?"

When she asked timidly, the shopkeeper’s mouth curved into an amused smile.

"But, there's one condition. I get to decide who holds this paper."

Anna smiled. A condition like that wouldn't be a problem at all. But surprisingly, the person the shopkeeper entrusted this paper to was neither Anna nor Lira.

The shopkeeper turned to Dill with a serious expression.

"I'll entrust this paper to you. You're a man. A fine man who inherited the blood of that Sabatieri-sensei. I don't know what you all are trying to do. But go and do your best together."

Dill, who received it, nodded with a tense expression. Now that he had been entrusted with this paper, he could no longer be uninvolved in Anna and Lira’s plan.

"Dill, let's do our best!"

At Anna and Lira’s encouragement, Dill managed a smile, though he was shy. That was much better than being timid and depressed. Anna felt happy at the sight of the slightly grown-up Dill. He was no longer a boy who couldn't do anything. He had been able to cooperate with others and help someone.

"I'll do my best, Anna, Lira, mister!"

It was Dill's first declaration of resolve.

After finishing all the tea and sweets, the three of them left the weapon shop owner’s place.

The time was noon. It was almost time for lunch.

They had discussed it earlier, and since Dill was going to stay at the Green Forest Inn for a while, the three of them, after leaving the weapon shop, went straight to the front of Dill’s house.

"Okay, I'll go ask Mom."

Leaving Anna and the others behind, Dill ran into his house. Thinking there would probably be an argument, Anna and Lira sat down on a nearby stone to wait. But contrary to their expectations, Dill ran out of the house without them having to wait.

"She said I can stay for a while!"

On his shoulder, as he said this happily, was a small bag.

"Mom packed my things for me."

That was the only strange thing, Dill seemed to be saying, but Anna guessed why Dill’s mother had packed his things.

She probably realized that a group had started to move to harm her. So she might have been trying to evacuate her only son to a safe place.

She must be a kind mother after all.

Or was there another reason?

She was curious, but Anna couldn't help everyone she was curious about. Right now, she could only handle one job at a time. She understood that well.

At any rate, what she had to do now was return to the inn and decide with Franz on what to communicate to Ritz and when to start their actions. Dill’s mother's safety depended on how she moved.

"Come on, let's go back to the inn."

Urged by Anna, Dill and Lira also started walking towards the inn.

However, the situation had moved much faster than Anna had imagined.

Upon returning to the inn, Anna couldn't help but shout.

"Whaaaat?!"

Inside the inn, where he should have been, the grumpy Franz was nowhere to be seen. Only a stunned Net was lying face down on a table. According to Net, Franz had been taken to the landowner's house. This was a major deviation from the original plan.

"Why? I was supposed to discuss our next steps with Franz!"

"Anna-chan, that's why Franz-kun tried to stop you from going shopping, didn't he?"

"Ugh…"

It was true that Anna was largely responsible for Franz being taken away.

"Waaah, Franz is definitely mad at me."

"No, that's not it… why is Dill here?"

Net was confused by the sight of Dill, who had come with his luggage. For now, they decided to all calm down, have some tea, and then talk.

"Alright, let's calm down for now."

After sitting down and drinking the tea Net had made, the four of them let out a big sigh in unison.

They were finally in a state to talk.

"Umm, first, about the shopping trip."

Anna, Lira, and Dill, supplementing each other's words, conveyed the general gist of things to Net.

He seemed unable to hide his surprise at the part where the shopkeeper was pinned under a large board-like object.

"I see. Lira, Dill, you did well! Anna-chan, thanks to your precise instructions, you were able to save someone. Thank you."

Waiting for Net's excitement to subside, they finally finished talking about how Dill came to this inn, which took a considerable amount of time.

"I see, I understand. You can stay with us for a while."

"Thank you."

Dill nodded with a smile. Since the incident of saving the shopkeeper, he had started to show Anna and the others his smile more often.

"Okay, now it's your turn, Mister Net. Why was Franz taken away?"

After letting out a big sigh at Anna, Net began to explain the course of events.

Listening to him, Anna felt terribly guilty. Should she have waited a little longer to go shopping, as Franz had said?

But even if Anna had been there, she couldn't imagine the situation would have improved. From what she heard, Siglet was completely beyond Anna’s ability to handle. If Anna had been there and interfered in their conversation, it probably would have made things even more complicated.

"Yeah, I get it. It might have been better that I wasn't there, but it's probably my fault, huh."

The other three fell silent at Anna’s mumble as she rested her cheek on her hand. This was not good. If they couldn't get in touch, the plan would fail.

"What should we do?"

At times like this, Ritz would usually come up with a plan, but he wasn't here now. Franz, who would just say something random, wasn't here either.

In this situation for the first time, Anna was at a loss. A person's life might be at stake, but she didn't know where to start…

"Anna, are you okay?"

Lira asked with concern. Glancing around, she noticed that the three of them were staring intently at her. It seemed she had been lost in thought.

"Yeah, I'm fine. I was just thinking."

She felt helpless. This was the first time. In Vishnu, Anton was there, and since starting her journey, Ritz had been there. Whenever Anna was lost, they always gave her advice.

But to have to think on her own was too difficult.

Although no particularly good ideas came to mind, Anna suddenly remembered something she should ask. Would it be more likely to meet their companion if they went to the landowner or the rich man?

"Mister, who is a better person, the one who took Franz, or the one Ritz went to?"

Since both of them were trying to swindle a treasure, there was no good person or anything, but she wanted to know which one was more likely to have a weakness.

"Siglet-san is malicious. I can't say he's a good person at all. He's the slyest man in town. Rusan-san is selfish, but he's a bit slow."

"I see…"

In that case, it would be easier to meet Ritz, who was with Rusan.

"Umm, if I say that Ritz left something at this inn and I've come to deliver it, do you think they'll let me see him?"

"Hmm…"

Net thought for a moment, then nodded.

"It probably won't work if you're alone, Anna-chan. It might work if Lira is with you."

When Anna looked at Lira, Lira nodded seriously. She seemed more than willing.

"Okay, then I'll go meet Ritz and talk to him! I might not be able to talk, so I'll write a letter too."

For now, they had broken through the situation where they were all at a loss. All that was left was to put it into action.

It was decided that the forgotten item they would make up would be the non-flammable paper.

If Ritz could move around freely, it would be possible to meet him, but if not, the most reliable way to get in touch from now on was to entrust it to a letter.

If Ritz was in a situation where he could go outside his room, she could release Sara-chan towards him, and they could exchange letters.

By the time she finished writing the letter and all preparations were complete, it was night. If they went now, they would be suspected, even if it was two young girls.

Suppressing her impatience, Anna decided to postpone going to see Ritz until the next morning. The situation probably wouldn't change in a day or two.

"We'll leave tomorrow morning. Lira, I'm counting on you!"

With Anna’s decision, they decided to rest for the day.

When she was alone, the tension that had been building up eased, and a big sigh escaped her. She realized just how much she had been relying on Ritz and Franz.

Even after getting into bed, Anna woke up several times from a light sleep. This was a first for her.

"May things turn out okay. Goddess, please guide us…"

The best she could do now was to pray. After praying, she gradually became sleepy, and without realizing it, Anna fell asleep.
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			Somehow or other, Anna had slept as well as usual. She woke up and tilted her head. *Strange.* She had thought things were dire and she didn't know what to do, but once she decided to consult Ritz tomorrow, she had fallen asleep without a problem.

Back in the orphanage, she had been a responsible caretaker, but since starting her journey, she had become so reliant on Ritz that she began to wonder if this was really okay.

She had thought about it back in Tushil when they were retrieving the medicinal herbs, but Anna wanted to be useful to Ritz and Franz. Yet she always seemed to fail, and things never went well.

She stood up and looked out the window. There were already people in the barracks next door. *They must be working together*, she thought, feeling a little envious. Anna sighed. Being alone was indeed lonely. Lira and the others were her friends, but companions were special.

She was lonely without the quiet and unsociable Franz, but she was even lonelier without Ritz, who had been looking after her since Vishnu.

"Get a grip, Anna. The caretaker me was much more reliable!"

She psyched herself up and slapped her cheeks with both hands. For now, she just had to do what she could.

When she went downstairs, she found Lira with an unusually sharp glint in her eyes. She must not have slept well due to nervousness. It was only natural, since even though she had lived in this town her whole life, she had never set foot in the home of one of its powerful figures.

Looking closely, it seemed she had barely touched her breakfast. At this rate, Anna couldn't afford to be shaken. She had to calm down and help Lira.

She tried telling her it was no good to be so tense, and although Lira nodded, her nervousness didn't seem to fade easily. But she needed Lira with her, so she couldn't just tell her to rest at home, which put Anna in a bind.

After breakfast was finished and things had settled down, Anna and Lira left the inn, seen off by Net and the others.

If she went to Rusan's place with Lira as stiff as a board, they would surely be suspicious of their intentions. Wasn't there some way to calm her down?

Anna took out the 'Yuresla Kingdom Sightseeing Guide' from her pocket. She was alleviating the loneliness of not being able to sightsee by carrying this book around.

Come to think of it, there was something good listed in here.

Anna flipped through the pages. The page she turned to, worn from being looked at so many times, depicted many restaurants and cafes.

"Hey, hey, Lira, I haven't done any sightseeing yet. This book says there's a cafe here. I want to go eat cake. Why don't we go there first?"

Anna's tension was always eased by food. A single bite of something sweet would calm her down a little. So she thought that maybe it would be the same for Lira.

"But Anna, we have to go soon, right?"

Lira had a perplexed expression, but seeing Anna’s broad smile, she gave a small nod. She seemed to understand, somehow, that her nervousness was not good.

"Alright, let's go!"

The two of them walked to a coffee shop a few minutes' walk from Rusan's mansion. According to the guidebook, the cake and tea here were delicious. Especially the milk tea made with flower nectar was said to be exquisite.

Though she had said it was to calm Lira's nerves, before she knew it, Anna herself was dying to eat cake. Anna's appetite was quite something.

She felt a little hesitant to spend the precious money she got from Franz on snacks like this, but she would let it slide just for today. This was what Franz often called a 'necessary expense'.

Once all their orders had arrived, Anna, who had been gazing out at the street, spoke to Lira.

"This town is big, isn't it?"

"You think so? I've lived here my whole life, so I've never thought about it that way."

"I see."

"What kind of place did you grow up in, Anna?"

Anna looked up at the sky above the city spread out beyond the window. Even if they were far apart, the sky was the same.

Anna carefully described her hometown, which was warm and nostalgic to remember.

The fruit orchard in the mountains, the pasture outside the village, the villagers and the harvest festival, the orphanage, and so on….

Their chat continued even as they ate their cake. Lira kept chiming in, saying she'd like to see Vishnu. Living in this town, the scenery of the countryside must have sounded novel to her.

By the time they had finished all their food, Lira's expression had returned to its usual brightness. Seeing this, Anna was relieved. For calming down a girl, including herself, conversation and sweets were the best.

"Alright, let's go, Lira."

When Anna held out her hand, Lira smiled and took it.

"Okay!"

Finally returning to their original purpose, the two of them started walking towards Rusan's mansion. They realized after walking that they were already very close.

Stretching out from right in front of the coffee shop was a brick wall that must have been three meters high. Following it led to the main gate. This meant that the wall of Rusan's house had continued all the way from the front of the coffee shop.

"Whoa…"

Standing in front of the gate, Anna was at a loss for words. The bronze gate, which must have been three times her height, was a beautifully crafted lattice door, adorned with gold here and there. The top was arched, and it was divided into two halves in the center.

Each half of the gate was so wide that Anna and Lira would have to hold hands to span it.

It was large enough that even Anna could tell it was for carriages to enter and exit. On either side of the gate stood a sturdy-looking man. They must have been the gatekeepers.

Peeking through, she could see a garden with a fountain standing proudly in the center, and brick paths running in four directions. The four sections were all filled with different blooming flowers, giving it the air of a place where spring was in full bloom.

Because of the gate, she couldn't see all the way to the back, but it was probably amazing all the way through.

"I probably couldn't buy even one of these gates if I worked my whole life."

Lira made a rather down-to-earth comment. As expected of a working twelve-year-old, she was realistic. Anna, who didn't know the reality but was no stranger to a poor life, nodded in agreement.

If they had taken all the money from the merchant in Tushil, it would have been enough to buy a gate like this.

But the thought of spending a large sum of money on something like this never occurred to Anna. If she were to spend money, she would buy a large and splendid field.

"…How do we get in?"

Asked by Lira, Anna thought for a moment. Since Ritz was inside and they had come to see him, it seemed that acting confidently wouldn't be strange.

"Let's talk to the gatekeepers."

That was the quickest way.

Anna looked Lira in the eye and nodded. The two, holding hands, stood before the gatekeepers who stood motionless, holding spears.

"Excuse us. We're from the Green Forest Inn."

When they said this in unison, the gatekeepers' eyes widened.

"What is it, young ladies?"

"We're from the Green Forest Inn. We've come to deliver something a guest who stayed with us yesterday left behind."

The men looked at each other for a moment, as if they didn't understand what was being said, but one of the men nodded deeply.

"Ah, something the mercenary left behind?"

"Yes, that's right!"

When Anna nodded cheerfully, a gatekeeper held out his hand.

"Thank you, I'll take it."

"Eh, ah, umm…"

Anna was at a loss. She thought she had to somehow talk her way out of it, but Anna, who didn't approve of lying, couldn't think of any excuse on the spot.

Suddenly, Anna’s slightly confused hand was squeezed tightly. Looking down, she saw Lira looking up at her. Lira smiled brightly. Her expression said, 'Leave it to me.' Anna nodded silently.

"Mister, at the inn, we have something called 'confidentiality'."

Lira said firmly. *What's an inn's confidentiality?*, Anna wondered. Even Anna knew what confidentiality was. It meant you couldn't tell anyone about the background of the children at the orphanage.

"Confidentiality?"

"That's right. We have to give a customer's forgotten item to the customer themselves!"

Anna was impressed by Lira, who stared at the gatekeeper and declared this. She had thought she was a reliable girl, but she was truly amazing. She might even know more about the world than Anna.

"So please let us see the guest."

Lira said this and looked up at Anna.

"Right?"

Seeking her agreement, Anna nodded forcefully.

"Yes!"

Then, Anna stared intently at the silent gatekeeper. Lira looked up in the same way. The men looked at each other, troubled. After staring for a while, the gatekeeper finally gave in.

"Alright. The Green Forest Inn, right?"

"Yes!"

"I'll go ask Rusan-san."

"Please do!"

One of them disappeared into the back, while the other returned to his motionless stance. Anna praised Lira in a low voice.

"You're amazing, Lira. You know a lot of difficult things."

"Not at all. It's all just things I've heard from my dad. Since we run an inn, we can't be too nosy about our guests."

"I see…"

People who dealt with others in business every day were different. It was impossible for Anna, who had lived a leisurely life, to be as quick-witted as Lira. She wished she could use Ritz's 'a lie is also a means' a little, but she felt it was completely impossible for her.

But if Ritz came out now, all would be solved.

After waiting for a while, the same gatekeeper came back and opened a side gate for them.

"Alright, you can go in."

Anna and Lira looked at each other and smiled brightly. They were glad it went well.

"Go to that door over there. The mercenary will come out."

"Thank you."

Nodding at each other, the two stepped into the mansion's garden. The full view of the garden, which couldn't be seen from outside, was now revealed.

"What an amazing garden…"

She couldn't help but sigh. Lira puffed out her chest with a knowledgeable air.

"It's called a formal garden."

"A formal garden…"

"Yeah. Some of the high-class hotels in town have them. Like that one on the hill over there."

Lira pointed to a small hill a little further away. There was indeed a splendid building there.

"Oh?"

"Yeah, it's a hotel where nobles and royals can stay."

"Nobles and royals?"

Anna had never met either. At least, they had never come to Vishnu.

"In short, it's a hotel for rich people. It's different from an inn like ours."

"…I see…"

Then it was probably a place that Anna and the others would never have anything to do with. Their journey was a series of savings, and even if they returned to Vishnu after the journey, they would be farmers.

Anna looked at the garden again. Bronze sculptures stood here and there. Most of them were statues of naked women with perfect figures. They were beautiful, but to Anna, these perfectly proportioned female figures seemed like beings from another dimension.

Anna, who was already thirty and fifteen in human years, knew from experience that she would never look like that.

As she looked at the garden with a sigh, what shone with a divine radiance, as if commanding all the numerous naked statues, was a stunningly beautiful statue of a goddess.

Goddess Eneonea. The sun goddess who was said to have created this continent and governed all existence. Long, flowing golden hair, a warm smile on her lips, and gently smiling eyes.

"She's beautiful…"

Sighing, the two of them stood still before the statue of the goddess, looking out over the garden.

"I'd like to take more time to look at it."

At Lira’s murmur, Anna also nodded. The garden trees were also well-tended, and everything shone with a fresh green color. In a city crowded with buildings, only this place was filled with the scent of greenery.

"They must hire a lot of gardeners."

Lira murmured. As expected, Lira's words were realistic. Anna smiled wryly and nodded. Lira would surely take over from Net and become a wonderful innkeeper.

As Anna couldn't help but chuckle, a familiar voice reached her ears.

"Anna, Lira."

"Ritz!"

It was the one and only Ritz, waving his hand as he slowly walked towards them from the entrance. He was always a tall person, but today he looked even bigger and more reliable.

Ritz, who had walked leisurely over the grass, stopped in front of the two of them. It had only been a short while since they had last seen each other, but she was incredibly happy and relieved to see him.

"What's wrong, Anna? You're making a strange face."

Ritz was smiling wryly. She didn't know what kind of face she was making and just stared at Ritz. Ritz then returned her gaze with his usual bright smile.

"Are you captivated by my good looks?"

At his teasing words, Anna pouted.

"No, I'm not!"

"Then what is it? Oh, I know. You were lonely without me, weren't you?"

As he said that, his eyes narrowed, and the thread of her tension snapped. Anna walked up to Ritz and hugged him tightly.

"Anna?"

Asked in a bewildered voice, Anna clung to him and said.

"I'm sorry, Ritz."

"? For what?"

She couldn't find the words to say. Perhaps understanding Anna’s state, Ritz gently hugged her back and stroked her head.

She clung to Ritz in silence for a while, then let out a small sigh. She was starting to calm down a little. It had been less than a month since she met Ritz, but why did being like this feel so calming?

Ritz, who had been silently stroking Anna, eventually asked in a low voice.

"Did something happen?"

Unable to speak, she nodded vigorously, and Ritz seemed to understand everything from that alone.

"Hey! These kids are fascinated by the garden. Is it okay if I show them around?"

Ritz asked someone in a loud voice. A calm old man's voice answered. There was someone else there. Looking up, she saw an unfamiliar bald man standing at the entrance of the building.

"Of course."

"Thanks!"

After giving the man a small wave, Ritz bent his knees slightly to match Anna’s eye level.

"I can't walk unless you let go."

She knew that, but she didn't want to let go of Ritz. She hadn't realized it herself, but when she saw Ritz, she understood. Anna had been very lonely.

And she felt sorry. Even though she wouldn't have been able to do anything if she had been there, she felt responsible for leaving Franz all alone and letting him be taken away by Siglet.

Anna was too powerless on her own. She realized that upon seeing Ritz’s face.

Anna, who had held back her tears until her nose started to run, sniffled loudly. Ritz laughed wryly and lifted her up in his arms. She was too embarrassed to lift her face and buried it in Ritz’s chest.

It felt like Ritz was really her father, and it was a little complicated, a mix of embarrassment and happiness.

"Jeez, I feel like a father."

Ritz said jokingly and laughed.

"She's a kid, isn't she? Right, Lira?"

Anna couldn't argue with Ritz’s teasing words. What she was doing was indeed very childish, and besides, she wouldn't have been able to get in here if it weren't for Lira.

But Lira, while smiling, shook her head.

"That's not true. Anna is cool."

"Cool?"

"Yeah. I respect you, Anna."

Being told that suddenly made her feel very embarrassed. As they walked, Lira recounted Anna’s exploits from yesterday, embellishing them quite a bit. Ritz listened with a smile, teasing Anna from time to time, but thanks to that, she had calmed down considerably.

After walking around for a while, Ritz sat down on a large bench and placed Anna down beside him. The benches seemed to be placed so that you could see the beautiful garden from any of them.

"Thank you, Ritz…"

She was a little embarrassed and couldn't look at his face, but Ritz shrugged and smiled.

"It's fine. This is about all I can do while I'm scouting the enemy's territory."

"It's not 'this much'! I feel so much calmer now!"

"Is that so? Well, that's good."

Ritz laughed and patted Anna’s head. Since they met, Ritz had often patted Anna’s head gently like this. At first, she thought she was being treated like a child, but now, she was being calmed by his large hand.

After Lira also sat down on the bench, they began to exchange information about the situation so far. Ritz’s situation seemed to be going well for the most part. But hearing about Franz’s situation, Ritz gave a wry smile.

"Just as I thought…"

Ritz murmured to himself. But his face didn't look like he thought it was a problem.

"Ritz, you're so calm."

"Yeah. The probability that Franz would be taken away was fifty-fifty."

"Really?"

"Yup. He's not good with words."

At Ritz’s lighthearted tone, Anna began to regain her composure. Apparently, it wasn't a big deal for Ritz. Anna had felt a certain amount of responsibility for what happened to Franz, but hearing Ritz say that, she was greatly relieved.

When Anna looked up, Ritz gave a confident smile, full of composure.

"It's okay, I'll try to get this rich guy here to move somehow. But it's inconvenient that we can't get in touch."

At that, Anna told him that she had received the non-flammable paper from the weapon shop owner, and that Dill had become their companion and would work with them. Ritz seemed surprised by this.

"Heh. That's good."

"Yeah! It seems he'll be staying at Lira's place for a while."

"I see. That might be safer. After all, the Colonel is right across the street."

Ritz's words made sense. Dill's mother might have sent him to Lira's place knowing that. It was true that there was probably no safer place.

"So, what kind of guy is the landowner?"

Asked by Ritz, Anna looked up at him.

"His name is Siglet, and Net-san said he has a bad personality. Right, Lira?"

"Yeah, his eyes are really scary. I've never seen him smile."

Ritz nodded and seemed to be thinking about something. She didn't know what it was, but his expression was serious, so Anna silently looked up at Ritz’s profile. It was better not to talk to him when he had that expression. After a while, Ritz looked up and opened his mouth.

"Can Sara take a letter to Franz?"

Asked, Anna thought for a moment. Come to think of it, she hadn't gone to see the other party's house. She didn't know.

"I haven't gone to see, so I don't know."

"I see…"

Ritz fell into thought again. Seeing him like this, Anna was relieved. No matter how much she thought, nothing came to mind, but she felt that Ritz would somehow manage.

From Franz's perspective, Ritz seemed to be a man who acted on the spur of the moment, making things up as he went. But from Anna’s perspective, Ritz was always a reliable, great presence.

"Did you bring that non-flammable paper?"

"Yeah."

She had forgotten her original purpose until he mentioned it. Anna hurriedly handed Ritz the bundle of non-flammable paper.

"This is half of it."

Ritz, who had been looking at the paper he received, stared intently at Anna.

"It's amazing you got your hands on this. I thought they only sold it in the Royal Capital, but it's worth a try, I guess."

"They only sell it in the Royal Capital?"

It seemed that when Ritz had asked her to buy the non-flammable paper, it had been just a random idea, and he hadn't really expected her to get it.

"That old man is no ordinary person."

At Ritz’s words, Lira, who had remembered something, spoke up.

"Ritz-san. Come to think of it, the old man at the weapon shop called Dill's dad 'sensei'."

"Sensei… non-flammable paper… something's not right."

Ritz crossed his arms and tilted his head, but after a while, he gave a wry smile. It seemed he had given up trying to remember.

"Alright, I'll write a message to Franz now. Anna, do you have a pen?"

"No."

"Thought so."

After their usual idiotic exchange, the two sighed.

"I have one."

"Eh?"

Surprised, they both exclaimed and turned to Lira. Lira was smiling brightly.

"Well, if you're bringing paper, you need a pen, right?"

In Lira's hand was a small pen nib and a small, portable inkwell.

"As expected of someone in the service industry. You're very thoughtful, Lira."

Ritz said this and patted Lira’s head. The praised Lira smiled shyly.

"Not at all."

As she watched the blushing Lira with a smile, the focus shifted to her.

"Anna, you should learn from her."

"Okay."

Being told this in a teasing tone by Ritz, she felt a little regretful for not being so thoughtful. She wanted to be a thoughtful girl like Lira.

"What's wrong?"

"It's nothing."

Anna hurriedly put on a smile. This was no time to be sulking about such things. But Ritz, as if he had noticed, also patted Anna’s head and took the pen offered by Lira.

"Well then, I'll borrow this."

"Here you go."

Ritz, who had received it, quickly wrote something in a flowing script. Anna watched intently as Ritz wrote.

His posture as he held the pen, and the smooth, gliding movements, were somehow strangely unlike Ritz. He wrote in a way that was unimaginable for the usual casual and somewhat rough Ritz.

After a while, Ritz finally finished writing something and looked up.

"Well, this should do it."

He handed the finished paper to Anna and Lira.

"Is it okay to read it?"

Ritz laughed at Anna’s unintentional question.

"It wouldn't be any good if you didn't know the contents. Besides, Lira needs to read it too, and you two need to explain it to Dill."

Come to think of it, that was true. Looking down at the paper, Ritz’s handwriting was, just like his posture when writing, neat and beautifully formed. She couldn't help but look at Ritz’s face. Given his personality and way of speaking, this handwriting was completely unexpected.

"You have good handwriting, Ritz. That's surprising."

Incidentally, Franz's handwriting was terrible. It might have been unavoidable since he had never written with the intention of others reading it.

Once, Anna had called his handwriting a symbol and been slapped by him for it.

"Shut up and read it already."

Beside the embarrassed Ritz, who was scratching his head, Anna and Lira began to read the letter.

The contents were strange.

*'To Franz,

It seems your opponent is a tough one. Hold out for as long as you can. As for my side, the man is easy to handle.

I'll try to steer things towards the plan from here. Negotiations are my department. I think we'll set the date for the plan to be executed in five days. That way, the investigators will arrive before we have to fight.

You just have to make up some excuse and delay the time to go to Mrs. Sabatieri's. Whatever you do, don't let them sense your impatience.

Also, in the unlikely event that the investigators are late and we have to fight, we'll have to drag it out until they arrive. We'll think of a way to make it a draw when the time comes and let you know via Sara.

If it looks like you'll have to go to Mrs. Sabatieri's place right away, use your flames skillfully to threaten them.

If that doesn't work, throw a flame out the window. Anna and the others will rush to me as soon as they see it. Then, I'll execute the plan immediately. I'll come over there. Well, I wish you luck.'*

After finishing reading, the two looked up at Ritz’s face.

"Execute the plan?"

When Anna asked, Ritz gave a wry smile.

"The day we put on our show, me and Franz. The day we gather the townspeople and cause a duel commotion."

"Will it work?"

Lira interjected anxiously.

"It's not about whether it will work or not. We'll just attract the townspeople like that, but in reality, there won't be a duel. In five days, the investigators will come from the Royal Capital, whether they like it or not. That's how it's set up."

"What happens then?"

"The investigators will go to Hellebore of the Defense Department, Hellebore will explain the situation, they'll storm Rusan and Siglet's places, and we'll be released, simple as that."

"…I see."

So they would make a lot of noise, but before anything happened, the investigators would come and take care of everything. That was a relief.

"Then what about 'throw a flame out the window'?"

"They probably won't move when people are asleep, so I want the three of you to take turns watching Siglet's mansion."

At Ritz's proposal, Anna and the others fell silent. They were worried about whether the three of them, Anna, Lira, and Dill, could do it. But Ritz looked at the two with a serious expression.

"The only ones who can move are you three. I'm counting on you."

Anna and Lira stared into Ritz’s eyes for a while, then, as if they had made up their minds, they looked at each other and nodded.

"We'll try!"

"Alright, I'm counting on you. And have Net-san open his shop as usual. If Net-san closes his shop and comes to support us, a rumor will start that the inn is suspicious. If that happens, Lira and Dill won't be able to move either."

The two nodded seriously. Anna saw Ritz’s confident face cloud over for a moment. Perhaps there was some element of uncertainty.

"Ritz…"

Anxiety crept into her voice as she called his name. Ritz, sensing this, grinned cheerfully and ruffled Anna’s hair.

"If we try and it doesn't work, we'll force our way through. It's okay. No matter what happens, it'll work out. Trust me."

If Ritz said it would work out, then it probably would. Anna believed him from the bottom of her heart. Since they started traveling together, Anna had trusted Ritz unconditionally.

Ritz pulled her head closer. So that Lira, who was preoccupied with Ritz’s letter, wouldn't notice, Ritz whispered in Anna’s ear.

"You're the oldest. Keep an eye on the children to make sure they don't get into danger."

That's right. Even if Lira and Dill were reliable, they were still only twelve. Anna, who was thirty, had to be the responsible one.

"…Okay!"

"Alright, good girl. I'm counting on you."

With that, Ritz placed his hand on Anna’s head again and removed it before Lira noticed. He seemed to be considerate of Lira as well. *He's amazing*, Anna thought with genuine admiration.

Just when she thought everything was okay, she realized something. There was one problem that hadn't been solved yet.

"How are we supposed to deliver the letter to Franz?"

"Ah…"

Ritz made a face that clearly said, *I messed up*. It seemed he hadn't thought about that.

"…What should we do?"

Seeing Ritz fall into thought for the third time, Anna had a flash of inspiration. She secretly proposed her idea.

"You know, if we do something flashy on the side of the house with the window, Franz will come out, right?"

"…He probably would."

Ritz, lost in thought, gave Anna a perfunctory reply.

"Right? I'll do my best!"

"Yeah… do your best at what?"

Finally hearing Anna’s words, Ritz looked up. Anna smiled and said.

"Well then, I'll do something flashy so I won't be found and deliver the letter to Franz!"

With a determined declaration, she stood up and nodded at Lira. Lira also stood up, and the two took each other's hands.

"H-Hey, Anna?"

Ritz, not understanding, tried to stop the two of them. Anna declared with force.

"I'll do my best! I'll be back!"

"Anna, wait a minute! What do you mean, 'something flashy'?!"

Ritz hurriedly tried to stop her, but Anna and Lira had already stood up and were running off at full speed, waving their hands.

"Thank you very much!"

While Ritz was dazed, the two thanked the gatekeeper and left the premises.

"Jeez, what a storm…"

Ritz, left behind, sighed and looked up at the high autumn sky. Honestly, Anna was like a tempest of a girl.

But he had seen her on the verge of tears with that helpless expression for the first time. That expression was different from a child's; it was the face of an adult who could endure anxiety. If Ritz, her officially recognized guardian, hadn't been there, she probably wouldn't have shown that face.

Come to think of it, Anna had been more mature when she was at the orphanage.

She always said unexpected things, but it was endearing to think that she unexpectedly felt responsible for various things.

Unexpected things…?

From his own words, a thought suddenly came to him.

*No way… 'do something flashy' means…*

"The Water Dragon? Hahahaha, no way…"

A dry laugh escaped Ritz, but he had recently noticed that he was becoming able to read Anna’s thoughts.

"Hey, hey, are you okay, Anna?"

Ritz placed a hand on his forehead. But unfortunately, Ritz’s predictions that he didn't want to come true had a tendency of coming true.
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			Oblivious to all this, Franz, who had been forced into a situation where he had to make decisions on his own, let out a deep sigh.

"Preparation…"

Franz lay listlessly on the bed, lost in thought.

He was bored out of his mind. So much so that his pastime, 'How to Somehow Defeat Ritz', was nearing completion. That's how bored he was.

Siglet would occasionally visit his room to ask what preparations were needed or when they could set out, but each time, Franz would gruffly reply, 'Not yet.'

It had only been a day since he had come here, so he didn't think he needed to rush, but Siglet was probably焦りin his own way, not wanting Rusan to get ahead of him.

"What should I do?"

He wanted to talk to Ritz and Anna. At the very least, he wanted to know what the situation was, whether there was a way to manage with things as they were. He had no idea.

He had never felt so helpless in his life, but for some reason, at this moment, he felt helpless.

Had being with the two of them become too normal? Until now, being alone had been the norm.

Even if it was a careless move, even if it was a spur-of-the-moment idea, he wanted something to break this deadlock. But he knew it was a futile hope. He knew, but he couldn't help but think about it.

"Haa…"

Sighing for the nth time, Franz, in an attempt to change his mood, sat down at the magnificent desk by the window and rested his chin on his hand.

"It's sunny…"

Perhaps because he couldn't go outside, the sunny weather outside was vexing. If it were at least raining or cloudy, he could console himself with the excuse that it was good he couldn't go out.

"Haa…"

Just as he sighed again, a pillar of water shot past his window.

"Water?"

As Franz tilted his head, the hallway started to buzz. The servants and other employees in this house were shouting and running around.

Franz pressed his ear to the door and listened to the servants' voices. The clamorous voices seemed to be shouting 'dragon', 'water pillar', 'monster'.

"Dragon… water pillar… no way!!"

Franz rushed to the window and threw it open. Immediately after, a water dragon shot past.

"Water Dragon! Stupid Anna… what are you doing?"

He was too stunned to speak. What on earth was she planning to do, causing such a flashy scene?

Franz desperately scanned the woods behind the mansion. Of course, it was to find the one controlling the water dragon, Anna.

"…There."

But he couldn't shout to stop her. What on earth should he do…

Looking closely, it seemed Anna wasn't alone. That was probably the innkeeper's daughter, Lira. To involve a child who had never traveled before was unbelievable.

Then, it seemed they had noticed him. They gave a small wave. Of course, Franz couldn't wave back. If that bastard Siglet saw him, it would be a disaster.

Then, Anna abruptly called back the water dragon. Despite having made herself so conspicuous.

"You idiot! Calling it back is like telling them where you are!"

In his frustration, Franz ran his hands through his hair. The one who could summon a dragon was a spirit user of the highest rank. How could a spirit user of the highest rank, of whom there were said to be only a few in a country, be so stupid?

Franz pressed his temples. He was starting to get a headache.

But seeing a creature approaching him, unfazed by the commotion, Franz stopped tearing at his hair.

"Sara…"

Yes, it was the Salamander, Sara. Though a small flame, there was no mistaking her as she walked towards him, carrying something in her mouth. Sara slowly found Franz and walked towards him happily.

"So, the water dragon was a diversion, and this is the real thing, huh?"

He understood what she was trying to do. He understood, but…

"This is overkill."

As expected, Siglet soon noticed the presence of the one controlling it and sent out his subordinates. Naturally, they went into the woods where the water dragon had returned. He could see several of Siglet's subordinates running towards Anna.

"Run, Anna, Lira."

All Franz could do was offer a small prayer. But naturally, his wish didn't seem to be granted. After doing something so flashy, it was only natural.

Adults, several of them, against a child desperately trying to flee. The number of adults just kept increasing. Watching with bated breath, it seemed one of them had been caught.

"…It's Anna."

On one hand, he was relieved it wasn't Lira, but on the other, Franz held his head in his hands with a sense of gloom.

"What are we going to do now?"

Oblivious to Franz's anguish, Sara skillfully climbed the wall and came to him.

"*Fra-kee, tega-kee*!"

Sara was unusually excited, but for Franz, the situation was nothing but a headache.

"Thanks, Sara."

He managed to thank her and took the letter from Sara while holding his head. Of course, the letter was from Ritz, and it contained instructions for the future. But there was a problem. A very big problem. He opened the letter and sighed.

Now that Anna had fallen into Siglet's hands, this letter was useless. The situation had completely changed.

Thanks to Anna’s flashy actions, it was impossible to delay the day to go to Mrs. Sabatieri's by making up various excuses to Siglet, and even if Ritz negotiated and set the duel for five days later, if the captured Anna confessed something, the duel would be meaningless.

Or rather, it could incite a riot.

What was he going to do if this turned into an all-out confrontation between the townspeople and the townspeople…?

And with Sara here and Anna captured, there were no more spirit users. There was no one left to be a messenger.

What on earth was Anna planning to do?

In truth, Franz knew. Anna probably hadn't thought about anything.

"…My head… hurts…"

Franz pressed his temples again.

At that time, Anna, who had been easily captured, was being dragged by the men.

"Ow, ow, ow, that hurts! Let go of me!"

Anna cried out as her single large braid was pulled. Her hands were tied with a rope, and she couldn't move freely. If she held the base of her braid, the pain would lessen considerably, but that wasn't allowed either.

She had carelessly gotten caught. It was a failure. The fact that Lira had frozen in fear was the initial failure, but ultimately, it was Anna’s fault for bringing Lira to this place in the first place.

The only good thing was that she had been able to tell her about Franz's room before Lira escaped. Now they could use Sara as a messenger.

Thinking that, Anna finally realized. If Franz was caught and Anna was caught, who would be able to use Sara?

For the first time, the color drained from Anna’s face. This meant that if Anna was caught, it would all be for nothing. In other words, Anna had ruined the plan herself.

Anna turned pale. She had to somehow prevent the situation from becoming the worst it could be.

She thought with all her might. For now, she had to talk her way out of it. But that would mean lying. But right now, she was working to help people, so this was a good lie. It's okay, it's not a problem.

After convincing herself of that, Anna began to think about the problem. Franz couldn't leave this house. Since he had been taken away, he was probably forbidden from meeting anyone.

If that was the case, Anna shouldn't say she came here to meet Franz. It would be very bad for her, as the older one, if Franz got scolded or treated badly. The older one had to help the younger one.

So, what should she do? She had never thought about deceiving people like this before, so her head felt like it was turning to pudding.

What would Ritz do?

When she thought that, Anna suddenly remembered the warmth of Ritz’s arms when he had lifted her up this morning.

Just like her foster father, Ritz’s arms were warm and comforting.

Father?

Something flashed in Anna’s mind.

That's it. Let's make Ritz her father. That way, her coming here might not be to see Franz. That way, she wouldn't get Franz into trouble, and she felt that Ritz would be fine even if he got into a little trouble.

If Ritz was her father… why was Anna here? What reason would the daughter of a mercenary hired by Rusan have for being here?

*Think, Anna, think.*

While panicking, she told herself to think, and as she was thinking desperately, the hand that had been gripping Anna suddenly loosened. Just as she thought she was relieved, she was pushed away in the next moment.

"Ouch!"

Anna was suddenly thrown at someone's feet and tumbled. The floor was a soft carpet, but being pushed with such force, her face scraped against it and it hurt.

"Well, well, I wondered who it was, but it's a cute little girl."

At the cold voice, she looked up to see a skinny man with sharp eyes looking down at her.

"…"

Anna knew intuitively that this man was Siglet. To borrow Lira's words, he was a twisted person, and she certainly got that impression. No, no, she shouldn't judge people by their appearance. There shouldn't be any truly bad people in this night.

"You shouldn't be rough with a girl."

Even when Anna complained, the man just smirked.

"Hey, bring the guest."

At Siglet's word, several men left. The guest was probably Franz. She had to think of a good excuse to say she wasn't Franz's companion before he arrived.

Since Siglet didn't even let her get up, Anna took this opportunity to make a pained face and rack her brain.

And she came up with one thing. A way to get out of this without involving Franz.

"You control something quite impressive, don't you?"

Perhaps to kill time while they waited, Siglet spoke to Anna with a smirk. When she looked up, Siglet was looking down at her with a mocking expression.

Was he planning to threaten Dill’s mother like this too? She couldn't allow that.

"…"

"Silent, are you?"

Anna glared at Siglet from where she lay on the floor. Her motto was to hate the sin but not the sinner, but she had gotten angry at this man. She couldn't help but repent in her heart.

Their silent staring contest continued for a while, but it was interrupted by the opening of the door.

"We've brought him."

It was indeed Franz. She could see him catch his breath for a moment at the sight of Anna pinned to the floor by a man.

"Well, well, do you know each other?"

Siglet gave a cruel smile. She could see the expressionless Franz clench his fists tightly. He was probably regretting letting his expression show for even a moment. If she could speak, she'd want to say 'sorry', but if she did, he'd probably get even angrier.

"I don't know this person."

Franz said in a stiff voice. But Siglet didn't believe him.

"So, it seems Rusan had a hand in this after all. But this is perfect. If you don't obey my orders, I'll make this girl suffer. What do you say?"

Franz was at a loss for words. He seemed to be confused by the sudden turn of events. If this continued, Franz might be harmed. Anna took a small breath and desperately put her plan into action.

She rolled on the floor like a bagworm and inserted herself between the two of them.

"Wait a minute!"

"! What are you doing?"

Siglet was flustered by the sudden interruption. Looking at his face, she spoke politely.

"You're wrong."

"What?"

"Franz just came to this town with me."

"?"

At Anna’s sudden statement, everyone in the room turned to look at her. She had never done anything like this before, so she was so nervous her heart felt like it would jump out of her mouth.

"You're wrong. We're not companions anymore, so it has nothing to do with him."

Anna was desperate. It was no joke to be threatened because of her.

"Then why did you do such a thing?"

When the inevitable question came, Anna composed herself. *I'm sorry, Goddess, I'm going to lie*, she apologized in her heart, then glared at the frowning Siglet and looked him straight in the eye.

"Isn't it obvious? I came to see the face of the person who's getting in my papa's way!"

"Papa?"

Even Franz raised his voice. He seemed to be quite surprised by her words, but from Anna’s desperate expression, he seemed to have realized something.

Incidentally, the reason she called Ritz 'papa' instead of 'father' was due to Lira's influence. She thought it would sound more like something a girl of this age would say.

"Well, who is this papa?"

Undeterred by Siglet's cold gaze, Anna said.

"My papa is currently hired by Rusan-san. He said you were the enemy, mister!"

At Anna’s desperate lie, Siglet, his suspicious expression unchanged, nodded as if he had understood something. He seemed to have something in mind. She was relieved she hadn't had to think of any more excuses.

"Hmph, well, it doesn't matter. Whether you're Franz-kun's friend or the daughter of the man hired by Rusan. Either way, you're a hostage."

"…My papa is strong! If he gets really angry, he'll beat you up in a flash, mister!"

Aside from replacing Ritz with 'papa', Anna was almost completely serious. She hadn't lied one bit. Anna believed from the bottom of her heart that Ritz would somehow manage.

"…You don't look like you're joking."

Siglet said this and glared at Anna with a vexed expression. Anna glared back, not losing. Anna couldn't forgive people who did bad things.

"Well, no matter. I had been planning to settle things with that dirty Rusan who sends such spies soon anyway. This just speeds things up."

"Then release her. She has nothing to do with this conflict."

At Franz's strained words, Siglet gave a thin smile.

"I can't let the girl go, Franz. Your shock was genuine. Even if this girl is the daughter of the mercenary with Rusan, it seems she is important to you."

"…What are you going to do to Anna?"

Perhaps realizing he could no longer say he didn't know her, Franz called Anna’s name. Anna didn't know if this was a good thing, but there was nothing else she could do.

"I'll settle things with that bastard Rusan. The negotiations for the treasure will come after that. I'll have you risk your life and fight that man over there. I'm not one for violence, but if you lose, I'll make sure this girl's face is never seen again."

At Siglet's words, one of the men took a knife from his pocket and held it to Anna’s face.

"Stop it!"

The usually expressionless Franz shouted. He seemed to be shaken. It was scary, but the feeling of guilt was stronger. Come to think of it, this was Anna’s fault.

*I'm sorry, Franz*, she apologized in her heart.

Anna knew that if Ritz and Franz fought for real, Franz would be cut down in an instant. And since Anna was being held here, she couldn't use the Earth Arrow or Wind Arrow that were meant for emergencies.

"I'll fight. If I win, you'll release Anna, right?"

"Of course."

"You won't go back on your word?"

"I won't. What do you say?"

"Franz…"

Franz gave Anna a deep, silent nod. It seemed Ritz and Franz would really have to fight.

"However, my opponent is strong. I need to prepare. There are some things I need you to buy for me."

Siglet raised the corner of his lip slightly and nodded.

Meanwhile, Lira, who had returned to the inn, was clinging to her father, Net, and crying as she recounted the events. Net, who at first didn't understand what had happened, turned as pale as a sheet when he understood the situation.

It was only natural for him to be shaken, as all three of the masterminds behind this duel were now unable to move.

"Lira, is that true?"

No matter how many times Net asked for confirmation, Lira could only nod. After crying hysterically in a panic for a while, she began to calm down a little.

"I'm thirsty…"

She muttered between sobs and wiped her tears. She had to calm down. Before Anna was caught, she had asked her to tell Ritz if anything happened.

If she didn't keep her promise to Anna, Anna, her important people, and Dill's mother would all be in trouble.

"Here."

Lira reflexively took the water held out to her and drank it down.

"Haa…"

"Calm now?"

"Yeah. Thanks."

The one who had given her the water was not Net, but Dill. Though a little pale, Dill was there with a much calmer expression than before. He looked a little more reliable.

Because her father, Net, had not yet fully recovered. He had never been in a situation like this before, and originally, he shouldn't have been in one after this either.

As Lira wondered what to do, Dill spoke in a firm tone.

"We should contact Commander Hellebore, right?"

"Dill…"

Surprised, she looked at Dill. Dill was looking straight at Lira and Net.

"If Anna can't move, I have to do my best, right?"

In the eyes of the two who looked at him in surprise, a different expression than usual was reflected. Though he had made up his mind, his voice was slightly trembling. Lira, looking closely, saw that his clenched fist was also trembling slightly.

But Dill continued to speak.

"Because they're doing it all for my mom. So I have to do dangerous things too, I'm sure."

At Dill's words, Lira was inspired. She remembered Anna’s words in the second floor of the weapon shop. Even if it's dangerous and forbidden, there are times when you'll regret it if you don't do it… Anna had said that.

"I want to protect my mom myself."

"Dill."

"Because my dad said so. He said since I'm a boy, I have to protect my mom."

At Dill's firm declaration, Lira was also spurred into action. This was undoubtedly that time. So they had to do their best. This was no time for crying. Now it was Lira and Dill's turn to do their best. After all, the three of them had just been dragged into this town's mess; the real parties involved were the two who lived in Faldina.

"But Dill, what are you going to do?"

When Lira asked, Dill answered with confidence.

"I'm not strong in a fight, and I'm not a smooth talker. But I'm good at climbing trees and mountains."

Since Lira was his only friend, he always played in the mountains behind his house when he was alone. Lira knew that. Lira, who had little time to play with other children because of her business, also often played with Dill.

Since his family was not wealthy, his playthings were things that ordinary children didn't have… a rope from the warehouse at home and an old hatchet.

Because of that, his playing was mostly limited to mountain climbing, tree climbing, and cliff climbing.

But what did that have to do with anything? As she tilted her head, Dill declared firmly.

"I'm going to sneak into Siglet-san's house."

"Whaaat?!"

"What did you say?"

Lira and Net exclaimed in surprise at the same time. They had never dreamed that such words would come from the mouth of Dill, who they had always thought of as timid.

"Wait, Dill, that's reckless! There are a lot of scary people in that house, you know? If you get caught, you don't know what will happen!"

He flinched for a moment at Lira’s shouted words, but after a while, he looked up again.

"Then, I'll bring a lot of sandbags. Small ones. I'll throw them at the scary guys' faces. I'm good at throwing stones too."

Lira looked at Net for help. Net just had a bewildered look on his face.

"Anna told me I'm not a kid who can't do anything. And she said if someone helps you, you have to help them next time. I'm going."

With a still slightly trembling voice, he declared his resolve. Lira no longer knew what to say. Net was probably the same.

"Alright, Dill, I'll go too."

Net, finally giving in, said this and looked at Dill. But Lira interrupted him.

"No way! Ritz-san said he wants you to keep the shop open as usual so people don't think this inn is suspicious!"

"…I see…"

Net fell into thought.

"As Dill says, we should talk to Commander Hellebore. Dill, listen, if you get caught, say this: 'I was going to get revenge on the guy who was trying to bully my mom'."

Net explained in more detail to the confused Dill and Lira.

"If it gets out that Dill is a companion of the two who were caught, what will happen? It will just put the two of them in a worse position, right?"

Dill gave a small nod. Lira also nodded. That's right, it could cause more trouble for the three of them. Seeing that the two understood, Net continued his explanation.

"If Dill says that, he should be able to get out without being thought of as a companion of Anna-chan or Franz-kun. If he can't, I'll have Commander Hellebore go to Siglet-san's house to pick him up."

"So, mister, is it okay for me to go?"

After hearing the explanation, Dill timidly asked Net. Net nodded with a serious expression.

"I know that there are times when a man has to go. Lira's mother loved that kind of man."

Lira and Dill's eyes widened.

"Did that happen to you too, Dad?"

It was hard to believe coming from her current, rather timid father, but Net nodded gravely.

"Of course. There are battles that a man absolutely cannot run from."

Then, Net whispered something in Dill's ear. Dill turned bright red and looked down, fidgeting.

"What are you two men whispering about?"

Lira said, somewhat annoyed. Net cleared his throat and continued as if nothing had happened.

"Listen, you'll sneak in after Ritz-kun brings some kind of plan."

"Okay. I know."

"You have time until then. For now, prepare to sneak in and help me with the shop."

"Okay."

Net, satisfied with Dill's obedient nod, stroked his bald head. Lira was curious about the secret conversation just now, but she didn't feel like asking.

It was definitely something stupid.

Net, who had finally calmed down and was heading to the kitchen, suddenly stopped. He grinned like a child who had thought of a prank.

"Dill, I'll make you a bomb bag."

"A-a bomb bag?"

At the surprised Dill, Net grinned while stroking his beard.

"I'll blend a generous amount of pepper and other spicy powders and stuff it in a bag."

"Okay!"

Dill also smiled brightly.

"Well, it's late today. We can't move until tomorrow anyway. Let's just rest today."

"Aww!"

At Net's unexpected words, Dill and Lira pouted in dissatisfaction.

"I won't take any complaints. Come on, let's eat and sleep. Everything will happen tomorrow."

Come to think of it, Lira was hungry. Looking at Dill, it seemed he was too. She was worried about Anna, but it was also true that panicking wouldn't help. Lira, the daughter of a merchant, remembered a certain phrase.

*'A hasty street performer has few earnings.'*

"Okay. I understand."

Net placed a hand on Lira’s shoulder as she collapsed into a chair, her strength gone.

"It's okay. Anna is a companion of that Ritz-kun and Franz-kun. She's much stronger than us."

Lira let out a big sigh at Net's words.

"You're right. That's right…"

"Yup."

That day, each with their own anxieties and worries, the night wore on.
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			The butler had summoned him, and Ritz was on his way to the reception room. It was an unexpected visitor, he’d been told, but the only guests he could imagine coming here were Anna and Lira.

But they shouldn’t have had any reason to come here today, of all days. If that was the case, then what was this about…? He could only hope his bad feeling was wrong.

He quickened his pace slightly, opened the door to the reception room, and found Lira there. Anxious, yet sitting upright without looking down, her presence stirred a flicker of unease in him.

The other person who should have been there was missing.

"Lira… where's Anna?"

At his question, Lira’s face fell. He had prayed his bad feeling was wrong, but Lira being here alone meant his premonition had come true after all.

"Ritz-san, Anna…"

Lira trailed off, as if struggling to find the right words. But that alone was enough for Ritz to guess what had happened.

"She was captured, wasn't she? By Siglet."

Lira nodded grimly.

"I knew it. Anna used the Water Dragon…"

Ritz's murmur made Lira's eyes go wide.

"How did you know?"

Ritz managed a wry smile as he explained.

"She said she'd stand out so Franz could find her, right? And of all the spirit magic she can use, the Water Dragon is the only one that's flashy enough."

It was the one trick he'd hoped she wouldn't use, but he knew she probably would. That's why he had been praying in his heart that she wouldn't.

Ritz could only let out another bitter smile.

"She's a top-tier spirit user, a dragon user. So she should be able to use lower-level skills too…"

Ritz had no choice but to groan. It seemed that once this was all over, despite not being a spirit user himself, he would have to teach Anna a thing or two about using spirit skills.

They'd have to start over from the very, very basics, just like Franz: a Water Sphere.

"Ritz-san?"

"Sorry, sorry. I was just lost in thought."

With a wry smile, Ritz sighed again. She could have thought of some other way, but her tendency to act immediately on an idea was, depending on the time and place, a very bad habit.

Couldn't she have thought of lighting a small bonfire, or throwing a rock against a wall? There were other options.

Well, no use dwelling on it now that it's come to this.

"Ritz-san, what should we do?"

Lira's question sent Ritz deep into thought. What kind of story had Anna concocted? She probably hadn't used the most dangerous line: "I'm one of Franz's companions."

She wasn't *that* foolish… probably.

If she said that, the suspicious man would have thrown her in a cell right alongside Franz. That meant there was a high probability she'd claimed to be one of Rusan's people.

If that was the case, there was a chance they'd let Franz off the hook. Then, they should be able to somehow move forward with this plan.

"She probably said she was working for me."

And Franz would have undoubtedly gone along with it. That would make it easier to course-correct. He had to believe it. Or rather, since it was the only move he had, he had no choice but to believe it.

In that case, Siglet might be the one to challenge them to a duel. That would make things simple. They could just say they needed time to prepare and set the date for a day when the inspectors from the Royal Capital were likely to have arrived.

"Still, to think I've now lost contact with Anna, too…"

Ritz scratched his head in utter exasperation and fell into thought for a moment. Lira hesitantly spoke to him.

"Um…"

"Hm? What is it, Lira?"

Ritz waited patiently as Lira fidgeted, looking as though she was finding it difficult to speak. At last, Lira looked up.

"I might be able to get in touch with Anna or Franz-san. But… I think I'll only be able to pass them a letter from our side."

After staring at Lira blankly, Ritz’s expression hardened. He asked her seriously.

"How?"

Lira looked down again, looking a little troubled, but raised her head faster than before.

"Dill… said he'd sneak in."

"Dill?"

As he said this in a tone mixed with surprise and disbelief, Lira conveyed the extent of Dill's resolve. At Net’s words—that sometimes a man has to do what a man has to do—Ritz felt his strength leave him.

"Hahahaha, that old man again…"

He wanted to tell him to stop the kid in situations like this, but there was no helping it now. It didn't seem possible to change Dill's mind without speaking to him directly. Besides, if he tried to stop him, the boy, likely all fired up, would probably just sneak into the mansion on his own.

In that case, it would be better to know about it and offer some advice.

"Alright, let's bet on Dill. You're a girl, Lira. You don't need to do anything else dangerous."

"But Anna is a girl, too."

Ritz gently placed a hand on Lira's pouting head.

"You and Anna have both done your best. So now it's the men's turn. From here on out, leave it to Dill, your father, Captain Hellebore, and me and Franz."

Lira nodded, though her face remained anxious.

"Alright, I guess I'll write a letter!"

Ritz said, then helped himself to a quill pen stored on a board in the reception room. He then reached into his breast pocket for the flame-retardant paper.

Just then, the door to the reception room was thrown open with tremendous force.

For a moment, he tensed, thinking someone had overheard their conversation and was about to harm them, but that didn't seem to be the case.

"R-R-R-Ritz-kun! Th-th-th-this is terrible!"

The one who came tumbling in with his round body was Rusan. He always acted high and mighty, but he was probably terrified of being harmed himself. That's why a man like him favored those with power.

For him to be in such a panic surely meant Siglet had arrived with his men in tow. Right now, Ritz was the only person in this house who could put up a proper fight.

"It's Siglet! Siglet is here!"

Just as he thought. Still, what were the gatekeepers doing? Casually letting in a rival was completely useless for a gatekeeper.

But there was no point thinking about Rusan's sloppy crisis management.

Lira, terrified, hid behind a piece of furniture. She must have sensed somewhere that she shouldn't be here.

"I have no recollection of being on a first-name basis with you."

A gaunt man with sharp eyes strode in brazenly. His mouth was twisted into a sarcastic sneer. He looked at Ritz and laughed mockingly.

"Hoh. So you were here, mister mercenary."

"…You're Siglet?"

He asked in a low voice, but inwardly, he couldn't help but sympathize with Franz, thinking, *Franz must have had a hard time with this guy.* He had brought his subordinates with him, but unfortunately, Franz was not among them.

"You're the one Rusan hired?"

"That's right."

At his short reply, Siglet let out a low laugh.

"I came to see what kind of man would use his own daughter as a scout, but you don't look like much."

"My daughter?"

The words were so unexpected that Ritz was genuinely surprised, and Siglet's eyes flashed sharply.

"Don't play dumb! I'm talking about the girl named Anna!"

"That little…!"

*She's got some nerve, making me a father without my permission.* He'd told her it bothered him because it made him feel old. He'd give her a piece of his mind when she got back safely.

But Siglet seemed to take his words another way.

"Not even worried about your own daughter. You're a cold man."

"I don't recall giving you permission to call me by my first name, either."

Ritz's mind raced. As he'd suspected, Anna had claimed to be working for Rusan. That was a relief in its own way. It seemed Anna did have the ability to think, even on the brink.

This man was holding Anna hostage. To get her back, Ritz would challenge him to a duel. The one to come out would probably be Franz.

His thoughts solidified, but before Ritz could voice them, Siglet glared at Ritz and Rusan and shouted.

"Before I take the treasure, it seems I'll have to settle things with you, Rusan!"

Trading insult for insult, Rusan, hiding behind Ritz, yelled back at Siglet.

"I'd like to see you try! Go on, see if you can beat the mercenary I hired!"

It was Ritz who would be fighting, not Rusan. The saying about a fox borrowing a tiger's authority was a perfect fit.

But on second thought, this was a huge opportunity. If things continued this way, the duel would take place on the day they specified.

"So who's fighting on your side? You?"

At Ritz's obvious and sarcastic question, Siglet sneered back with more sarcasm. Sarcasm clashed with sarcasm. The air around them seemed to freeze for a moment.

"Hmph, the spirit user who was your companion until just the other day."

Ritz frowned. If Franz had even told Siglet about his spirit magic, did he really intend to fight Ritz for real?

Perhaps he was being blackmailed with Anna. But why would he be blackmailed by a man who thought Anna was Ritz's daughter? Just what was Franz planning?

His mind was filled with things he didn't understand.

"He said he'd fight me?"

Ritz asked Siglet, feigning nonchalance, and Siglet replied as if he understood everything.

"Your daughter and the man I hired… those two must have a special relationship, don't they? Especially the man I hired."

If Franz heard this, he might just faint. No, he'd probably just scrunch up his face in utter disgust. Siglet was under the mistaken impression that Franz had feelings for Anna.

"Could that be why you two had a falling out?"

Ritz desperately suppressed the urge to laugh, managing to maintain a disgruntled expression.

His eyebrows twitched uncontrollably, but Siglet seemed to mistake it for an expression of pure rage.

"Well, none of that matters. If you win, I'll return your daughter. And Rusan, I'll let you have the treasure. If I win… you know what happens, don't you?"

Rusan nodded.

"The treasure is yours. I won't touch it again! Is that clear?"

Siglet laughed in a low, resonant voice and nodded.

He understood the situation. Franz probably intended to fight Ritz for real. He would have to come up with a way to counter the flames—or rather, a way to defeat Franz without killing him.

No, before that, if only the inspection team from the Yuresla Army that Heath was bringing would arrive in time…

But for now, he had to consider the worst-case scenario.

*Fighting Franz… Franz, who has no real combat experience. Me, a swordsman, a mercenary who has taken countless lives on the battlefield…*

A chill ran down his spine at the thought.

He could go on the defensive and not attack… but that would arouse suspicion.

Then again, if he did attack, Franz would take a major blow.

Ritz scowled in earnest. This was a difficult problem.

"…If I'm to fight him, I'll need time. Three days from now, then."

But Siglet didn't nod. With three days, the inspection team might just make it in time. With two days, there was no way, no matter how he calculated. But it seemed Siglet couldn't wait that long.

"Do you really think nothing will happen to your daughter in three days?"

"Tch…"

Anna wasn't his daughter, but she was a precious charge entrusted to him by Anton, and as a member of the Spirit Tribe, she was a kindred spirit to Ritz, a fun traveling companion. He couldn't let her get hurt.

Ritz bit his lip.

Which would come first: the conclusion of the duel, or the arrival of the inspection team…?

The inspection team would probably be later.

"Two days at most… Well, I suppose I can wait that long."

With that parting sneer, Siglet had his subordinates leave the room and was about to follow. Halfway out, he turned back.

"Two days from now, at dawn. The place is Saradio Central Plaza. Let's have the people of this town see clearly for themselves who has the right to claim the treasure. It should be an entertaining show."

With those words, Siglet left. Using a single hostage, Anna, to blackmail both Franz and Ritz into fighting…

Ritz, who was only pretending not to know the situation, could clearly see how dirty Siglet's methods were.

"Ritz-kun, you have to win!"

Rusan gripped Ritz's hand tightly.

"R-Right."

He nodded, but his mind was already elsewhere. How could he defeat Franz without dealing a major blow…?

"Rusan-san, could you leave me alone for a while? I have some things I need to think about."

"To win?"

Ritz felt a little irritated by Rusan, who looked at him with eyes shining with hope, but he supposed it couldn't be helped under the circumstances.

"Of course."

"I'm counting on you! I'll make sure you're well-rewarded!"

With that, Rusan left the reception room. It was a stroke of luck that he was too excited to ask about Anna before he left.

Ritz sighed, relieved to be alone.

"Killing Franz would be easy, though…"

Ritz clutched his head. Franz would likely come at him with everything he had.

He probably couldn't control the Fire Dragon yet, but he would come at him with all his might. In that case, Ritz would need to be extremely careful. By careful, he meant careful on his part.

He would have to pay the utmost attention not to cut him down out of reflex, all while pretending to be fighting seriously.

This time, he couldn't use the trick of fighting with the scabbard still on. For Rusan and Siglet's sake, he had no choice but to draw his greatsword.

"This is a tough one…"

If they were both acting, it would be a simple matter, but with one of them being serious, it would be tricky. And his opponent was Franz, who lost sight of his surroundings when he focused.

As Ritz looked up at the ceiling, he heard a small, trembling voice.

"Are you going to fight?"

"Whoa, Lira!"

That's right, he had completely forgotten Lira was there. And he had been planning to have Dill deliver a letter for him.

"Are you going to… kill Franz-san?"

Lira was trembling uncontrollably. Crap, this was too shocking for a child. Lira was staring at Ritz as if looking at something terrifying.

"With that sword… Ritz-san, are you going to… Franz-san…"

"Don't be stupid. I'm not going to kill him. It's okay."

When Ritz took a step forward, Lira took a step back. He had really scared her.

"Lira…"

Ritz crouched down, meeting Lira's gaze. Though frightened, Lira looked back at Ritz.

"What if, just what if, you had to fight Dill for real, even though you didn't want to? Would you really hit your friend with all your might?"

Lira shook her head vigorously.

"No."

"Right?"

With a slow motion, Ritz pointed to himself.

"Then, do I look like the kind of person who would kill a friend in a situation like that?"

Lira shook her head vigorously again.

"See? It's okay. I'll rescue both Anna and Franz. It's a promise, alright?"

"A promise…"

"Alright?"

At Ritz's smile, Lira finally smiled back.

"Okay."

Relieved, Ritz collapsed onto the reception room sofa. What a tiring day. But it was his fault for carelessly forgetting Lira's presence and speaking about Franz.

"Alright, let's think about what to write in the letter for Dill to deliver."

"Okay."

Their two-person strategy meeting began.

"No good, huh…"

Meanwhile, Franz was standing in the courtyard of the Siglet residence. In one hand, he held a spear. He had asked one of Siglet's subordinates to buy it for him. That same subordinate was now standing behind him, watching over him.

Close-quarters combat against Ritz was a complete disadvantage. If he got close, he'd be cut down.

It was highly unlikely that Ritz would come at him with his full strength. If a man who had served as a mercenary captain came at him for real, the inexperienced Franz's head would be lopped off in an instant.

But there was such a thing as reflex. If he recklessly jumped into Ritz's range, he would surely be cut down with a single swing of the sword, and that would be the end.

That's why Franz chose a spear, which would allow him to avoid getting too close to Ritz. At first, he considered a bow, but he quickly realized that a bow was highly unsuited for one-on-one combat, and Ritz wouldn't have the luxury of time to put on a show.

If Ritz came charging at him, he wouldn't have time to draw the bow. In that case, forget acting; Ritz would have no choice but to cut him down.

With a spear, it was possible that Ritz could buy time by pretending to match him.

Moreover, a normal spear wouldn't do. If it was cut down, it would be over. So he devised a plan.

"This is no good either…"

Franz threw the spear aside. At his feet lay a pile of already scorched spears.

"It's difficult… Am I not good enough…?"

He had been asking himself this over and over. But there was no time. Franz picked up another spear from the towering pile.

"O flame, reside in this spear and aid me!"

The flame instantly enveloped the entire spear. Unable to hold it, he threw it away.

He just couldn't get the flame to reside only on the blade of the spear. It burned all the way to the shaft. He couldn't hold it like this.

Yes, what he was trying to do was enchantment magic. By imbuing a weapon or armor with one's own spirit, one could use it to coordinate the power of the weapon and the flame to attack.

Apparently, it could only be done on weapons made of special materials, but his master, Orphe, had manipulated it skillfully. However, he had never seen him use it on a weapon, its intended purpose.

His master would often imbue a frying pan with a Fire Spirit to make fried eggs or cook ham, or imbue a brush with a Water Spirit to clean the sink.

He was a mess when he did it himself, but when he used spirits, he was oddly skilled. Then again, there was the time he imbued a duster with a Wind Spirit and wrecked the house.

For his master, enchantment magic was a convenient household magic, but when Franz tried it himself, it didn't work at all.

And all he was trying to do was imbue a weapon, its intended purpose, with flame.

"I don't have time. There are only two days left…"

The more he rushed, the worse it went. Franz was caught in a dilemma.

Frustrated, he kicked the remaining pile of spears, and a single, simple yet beautiful, slender spear with a gemstone attached came tumbling out.

"A red gem?"

The beautiful gem shone a deep crimson at the barb of the spear. The spearhead was about thirty centimeters long. The shaft was made of metal.

For a moment, Franz thought it would be a waste to burn it, but the money used to buy this spear wasn't his in the first place. He didn't care.

Franz picked up the spear.

"What, it's light…"

It was as light as the rapier Hellebore had given him. Despite being so long.

The spear was longer than Franz's height. It might even be longer than Ritz's.

"With this length, I can keep my distance…"

Muttering to himself, he examined the spear more closely and realized it was designed to retract.

He tried to retract it somehow, but he didn't know how. As he fumbled around with it, making clattering noises, the spear bent with a sound.

"…What is this?"

Once bent, the spear could be easily retracted. When retracted, it became only about eighty centimeters long.

"?"

Looking closely, he saw that the spear was not made of a single piece of iron. It was made of several dozen thin, strong, silver-colored metal plates layered on top of each other. Franz tried to extend it again.

But this time, it wouldn't extend no matter what. He fumbled with the spear again, but it still wouldn't extend.

"Damn it."

He muttered and swung it, and the spear extended with a *shara-ra-ra-ra* sound, stopping with a click.

"It extended…?"

Upon closer inspection, he noticed a metal stopper-like object on the barb at the top of the spear, where it met the shaft. When he lifted it, the spear bent and retracted. And to extend it, he had to swing it vigorously. Then the metal would extend with a pleasant sound.

"I can use this… If I can just imbue it with flame."

But if he failed here, this spear might burn up and become useless.

After hesitating for a while, Franz made up his mind and extended the spear.

Focusing his consciousness, he held the spear at the ready, and in his mind, he pictured a blazing flame. Believing this spear was his only hope, he took more time than ever before to create a vivid image of the flame.

His anxiety turned into confidence that it would work. This was the first time this had happened. It would definitely succeed.

"O flame, reside in this spear and aid me."

The flame slowly settled onto the spear's blade. It spread upwards as if igniting from below. The shaft… was completely fine.

"…I did it…"

The spear burned with a gentle flame. A complete success. Franz, who had been staring at it in a daze, noticed two more strange things about this spear.

One was that the gemstone was flickering and shining in response to the flame. The other was the crest carved on the opposite side of the gem.

"A unicorn… Royalty?"

He had just heard about it from Ritz, so there was no mistake: the unicorn was supposed to be the crest of the royal family of the Yuresla Kingdom. And none of the other crests he had explained at the time were there. This alone meant that it was the royal crest.

"Why is something like this here?"

Franz called out to Siglet's subordinate, who had been watching his successful magic in a daze.

"Where did you get this spear?"

The man, realizing he was being spoken to, snapped out of it and answered.

"I went around buying up spears from all over. I don't know where this one came from."

"I see…"

With flame-retardant paper and royal weapons, the weapon shops in this town were full of mysteries.

But if this was really something from the royal family, why was it here? He couldn't understand it at all.

But for now, he had to think about the upcoming duel with Ritz.

"The other spears don't matter. Can you give this one to me?"

Franz confirmed with the man.

He would be悔しい if it were taken away after everything was settled. This might be the only weapon he could handle.

"Yeah, I'll give it to you. I'm not gonna use it anyway."

As the man yawned, looking bored, Franz took out a piece of paper and a pen from his coat pocket.

"Huh? What's that?"

Franz spoke firmly to the bewildered man.

"I need you to state clearly that you are giving me this spear free of charge."

The man was slightly taken aback by Franz's forceful words, but while grumbling, he wrote on the paper, *I'm giving you this spear with the stone on it, no matter what happens,* and signed it.

"Is this good enough?"

"Yes."

After receiving the paper and confirming the signature, Franz tucked it into his breast pocket, returned to his original spot, extinguished the flame, and began practicing extending and bending the spear.

The man spoke to Franz, looking exasperated.

"You're like a merchant, you know that?"

"…Is that so?"

Franz was amazed at himself for being such an inherent merchant that he would get a certificate even in a place like this. He was doing it unconsciously, so there was no helping it.

It was a habit he had acquired since childhood, and since he had made Orphe sign all their promises on paper, it had become second nature. In Orphe's case, if you didn't write it down and post it, he would completely forget.

His promises with Orphe were childish things like, *I will not scatter books around anymore,* or *I will not accumulate more junk.*

"………Contracts are important."

Finding nothing else to say, Franz stated curtly.

Two days until the duel with Ritz. From now on, his practice would be solely focused on how quickly he could extend the spear and how quickly he could cast enchantment magic on it.

"Alright, I can do this."

Franz muttered softly.

Confined, Anna was bored out of her mind.

"Uwaaah, Sara-chan, I'm so bored!"

Anna was locked up in a small room at the top of the mansion. She had no idea how much time had passed. She knew it must be night because it was pitch black outside the window, but what time was it?

The only saving grace was that she wasn't alone, but with Sara-chan.

But Sara-chan was inside the lamp, and even if she let her out, she couldn't pet her. Anna would get burned.

"Hey, Sara-chan, I wonder what happened with Ritz and Franz. When are they going to fight?"

"Fra-kii, Ri-kii!"

"Sara-chan, try saying Anna. A-n-na."

"An-kii!"

"A-n-na. Come on!"

"An-an-kii!"

"Aww, no good, huh?"

When she was bored, Anna would pour her energy into meaningless things.

"Hey Sara-chan, when do you think we'll get out?"

"When-kii!"

Anna sighed. She had learned for the first time that being a hostage was boring.

Normally, one would feel their life was in danger, but Anna knew she would be released somehow if the duel took place, so the sense of crisis was thin.

She had felt a real crisis back in the previous village. That time when she almost died from poison was more dangerous. She knew firsthand that she had been on the verge of life and death. Compared to that, she was now a carefree captive.

"Ugh, I feel like I'm going to rot."

Anna rolled onto the crude bed. She was at least grateful that there was a bed and not just a wooden floor.

"Bored, bored, bored, soooooo booooored!"

"Quiet!"

The door was slammed violently from the outside. There was a guard posted in front of this room. It was the first time the guard had spoken to Anna inside.

"Ehehehe, I got yelled at."

Happy about that, Anna quietly crept towards the door. She slammed her hand against the spot where she sensed the presence.

"Ugh!"

She could tell the guard jumped.

"Y-You brat! Be quiet! You're a hostage, you know that?"

The guard shouted without opening the door.

"But I'm so bored!"

Anna complained to the outside.

"Then go to sleep! It's late!"

Anna enjoyed killing some time with the guard, but after being scolded, she reluctantly moved away from the door and became bored again.

"Booooored!"

"Shut up!"

It was a relief that even the guard was keeping her company. Unlike Ritz and Franz, Anna had no preparations to make, no duel to fight. She was simply a captive.

But how many more days did she have to stay like this? Not knowing was unsettling.

"Aww, isn't there anything to do?"

Just as Anna muttered this, something crossed the window outside.

"What?"

This was the top floor of the house. There was no way a person could cross this window. Thinking it was a trick of the eye, she stared outside again, and something crossed her vision again. It seemed to be swinging.

"A person? No way."

When the swinging stopped, the human-like shadow seemed to have landed near Anna's window.

"Huh, it really is a person?"

Anna whispered in a small voice and quietly opened the window without making a sound.

"!!"

Peeking her head out the window, Anna was speechless. A small figure was moving along a rope that was firmly wrapped around a projection on the roof.

The figure looked familiar. But no, that couldn't be. It couldn't possibly be that person.

Unsure, Anna watched the figure with bated breath, but as the figure slowly climbed towards her, she debated for a moment whether she should hide.

But if, by some impossible chance, that figure was him…

The shadow desperately climbing up became clearer and clearer. Anna gently held up the lamp with Sara-chan inside. Dull blond hair. No way…

The figure, noticing the light, looked up nervously. Their eyes met.

"Di—"

About to shout, Anna clamped her hand over her mouth. Luckily, the guard didn't seem to have noticed. This time, she spoke carefully in a small voice.

"Dill?"

The figure grew larger and larger, eventually reaching Anna's window and stopping.

"Anna, thank goodness. I thought I wouldn't be able to see you."

It really was Dill. Speaking to Anna in a low voice, Dill's cheeks were flushed with nervousness and excitement.

"What are you doing? It's dangerous."

Anna also whispered.

"It's okay. Uncle Net and Captain Hellebore are with me."

"Huh?"

Looking closely, she saw another rope tied to Dill's body in addition to the one he was climbing.

Leaning out the window, she saw that the rope was stretched taut from a projection on the roof all the way down.

"Uncle and Captain Hellebore are holding the end of the rope."

"But it's still dangerous."

Ignoring Anna's concern, Dill smiled proudly.

"I'm best at climbing cliffs, you know. I practice every day behind my house."

"Really?"

"Yeah."

While still trying to calm her pounding heart, Anna asked Dill.

"Why are you here?"

Dill smiled brightly again.

"I've been entrusted with the job of a mail carrier."

According to Dill's story, after consulting with Lira, Hellebore, and Net, Dill, being the most suitable person, was entrusted with this most dangerous job.

"Why did you accept, Dill?"

At Anna's natural question, Dill smiled sheepishly.

"I asked them to let me do it."

"You asked? You, Dill?"

Dill nodded slightly.

"Ritz-san and Franz-san saved me from the bullies. Anna taught me all sorts of things. You were the first to teach me that there are things I can do too. So this time, I wanted to help."

Another reason was that if anyone else had climbed up here, there wouldn't have been enough people to support them from below.

"Here, Anna. From Ritz-san."

Anna nodded and accepted the letter. Ritz's surprisingly neat handwriting was there.

"Thank you."

Dill smiled shyly, then remembered his original purpose and asked Anna seriously.

"By the way, Anna, which room is Franz-san in?"

Anna leaned out the window and looked down.

"Umm, I think it was the one at the far end on the floor below this one."

Dill, having heard this, smiled cheerfully and started climbing down the rope again. Anna watched nervously, but a few minutes later, he easily reached Franz's room.

"Wow, he's really good."

Anna was sure she would fall instantly if she tried. People must be born with at least one talent.

Even from Anna's room, she could see Franz's blond hair peeking out the window as he received the letter. Now she could rest easy.

Dill came back to Anna's window a few minutes later, encouraged her, and climbed down.

Around the time Dill safely reached the ground, the rope that had been wrapped around the top moved strangely, like a living creature, writhing and thrashing about before falling a short while later.

It was probably Hellebore who had tied it. Anna didn't know, but there must be a special kind of knot.

In the mansion, which had returned to its usual quiet state, a relieved Anna opened the letter. With Sara-chan's lamp, reading it was easy.

*To Anna,

You've got some nerve making me a father. You just wait.*

"Oh, he found out?"

*Well, that doesn't matter. The duel is the day after tomorrow. You'll probably be brought to the dueling site as a hostage. In that case, your job is to cast healing magic. Nothing more, nothing less. I'm sure you already know, but use that healing magic on Franz, not me. You can heal me after everything is over.

I'll say this just in case, but I think Franz will come at me for real. I'll hold back, but I might end up injuring him. If that happens, the act is off. I'll release you, so heal Franz right away. See you on the day. Ritz*

"Whoa, they're really going to duel."

It was too much responsibility. Casting healing magic every time Franz got hurt.

But she couldn't get close, could she? The realization made her sigh.

*What should I do… This is too hard.*

"But I have to try, right?"

Anna steeled her resolve. This was a letter that Dill, who used to be such a crybaby, had delivered. Anna had to make an effort worthy of that.

In any case, as a captive, there was nothing Anna could do at the moment. In that case, there was only one thing Anna could do. Sleep well, eat well, and face the day with energy.

"Good night, Sara-chan."

Meanwhile, Franz, who had no idea about the previous circumstances, was simply amazed that Dill, the bullied crybaby, had climbed the wall to deliver a letter.

"They made me a part of the plan."

Dill said with a smile. He also heard that Hellebore and Net were holding the rope. But he didn't understand the reason he had changed like this.

"Because Anna taught me."

After saying only that, Dill handed the letter to Franz and started climbing the wall again. When he reached the end of the wall, he started climbing the rope.

Eventually, he stopped in front of a window in one of the rooms. An attic room. Franz, looking up, realized that was the room Anna was confined in.

Dill talked with the room's occupant for a while, then climbed down. He caught a glimpse of a braided shadow.

Anna seemed to be safe.

Relieved, Franz closed the window and opened Ritz's letter.

*To Franz,

Siglet came barging in the other day. From what that guy said, it seems you've ended up in a situation where you have to fight for real. I plan to fight just enough not to arouse suspicion. So, I'm going to tell you the direction I'll swing my sword.

I'll swing my sword in a set order. You dodge it. You can come at me with your full strength. I'm more than confident I won't die.*

"I bet you are."

Ritz wasn't the kind of man to be killed by someone like Franz.

*From your perspective, you must dodge my sword in this order: right, right, left, right, left. You can block it if you want. Attack me in between.

The result must be a draw, followed by a rematch. That's the only way. We'll wait for the inspector like this. There's no other way.

I don't know what kind of tricks you'll use, but I'm actually looking forward to it a little. See you at the site. Ritz*

"I see, with this, I should be able to dodge… maybe?"

No matter what happened, he had to remember the direction to dodge and stay calm. But he knew he had a tendency to lose sight of his surroundings when he got worked up. He was aware of that.

He had to fight calmly, without getting carried away.

"Right, right, left, right, left… Right, right, left, right, left…"

Franz chanted like a mantra. Calmly, and composedly. Franz rehearsed the plan over and over in his head.

First, extend the spear while concentrating his mind and cast enchantment magic. When Ritz attacks, dodge in order. If he can, he'll strike back in between.

Even if he strikes back, he has to stay calm so he doesn't forget the order.

"If I forget… I'll be cut down…"

For a moment, a shiver ran down his spine, but he told himself that as long as he didn't forget, it would be fine. Gazing at the starry sky outside the window, Franz decided that he had to spend the entire next day practicing enchantment magic and memorizing the sequence.

He would hate to be killed by his own mistake, especially after his companions had gone to the trouble of devising a plan in a place like this.

The three of them spent the entire next day practicing in their own ways, and finally, the day of the match arrived.
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			<10>

			At last, the morning arrived.

Of the three, and all those around them, it was doubtful anyone had slept.

There are usually exceptions to every rule, but on this day, there were none.

Even the battle-hardened Ritz had been jolted awake multiple times by nightmares of accidentally cleaving Franz in two. And if that was the case for Ritz, Franz had likely barely slept at all.

When Ritz arrived at the plaza, escorted by Rusan and his men, the townspeople had already gathered.

At the direction of Siglet's and Rusan's men, the spectators had all moved away from the center of the plaza, standing right up against the storefronts. It seemed they intended for Ritz and the others to be the only ones getting hurt.

The passengers of the carriages circling the plaza were also leaning out, watching to see what was about to happen. It was the festive commotion Ritz had anticipated.

Although, he had only intended to *pretend* it was a festive commotion. He never dreamed it would turn into this.

In a corner of the plaza was a chair to which Anna was tied. Next to her stood Siglet, Franz, and Siglet's entourage, watching over Franz.

Ritz glanced at the crowd and saw Net, Dill, and Lira, who had secured a spot in the front row, watching from a distance. Their faces were haggard, brimming with tension.

He felt a pang of guilt for the trouble he had caused them, all because they had happened to stay at their inn.

Then, Ritz slowly turned his gaze to Anna and Franz. As expected, they both looked terrible.

Anna, sitting tied to the chair, must have been half-asleep; her braids were tilted dramatically to the left. And Franz had dark, distinct circles under his eyes.

*Will he be alright? Especially Franz.* A great deal of anxiety crossed his mind, but now that it had come to this, there was no turning back.

Amidst the murmur of the large crowd, the clear, resolute voice of a single person echoed across the plaza.

"What's all this commotion so early in the morning?"

Parting the crowd was Hellebore, accompanied by several of his subordinates. They strode confidently to the center of the plaza.

Rusan's and Siglet's men stood in their way, as if to surround the Faldina Garrison Unit.

"What do you think you're doing?"

They were the town's ruffians, but they didn't back down an inch before the official unit. In this town, their employers held more power than the garrison.

"I asked what you are doing!"

Hellebore, who knew everything because he was part of the plan, loudly demanded an explanation. From a corner of the plaza, Rusan and Siglet leisurely approached.

"Now, now, Captain. This will be over soon. We'd appreciate it if you didn't interfere."

Siglet forcefully pushed the arrogant Rusan aside and stood before Hellebore.

"Captain Hellebore, you're aware of the rumors about the treasure, aren't you? I promise you, we will never again fight amongst ourselves. But only if this duel is allowed to conclude without interruption."

"What do you mean?"

Hellebore's response, his brows furrowed, was like that of someone who genuinely knew nothing. As expected of a man who had risen to the rank of garrison captain. Hellebore looked back and forth between Rusan and the others with a bitter expression and spoke as if spitting out the words.

"Private duels are forbidden. Do you still intend to proceed?"

"This is not a private duel. It is a battle held with the will of all the townspeople to contend for a legitimate right."

Hellebore's face flushed. He wasn't acting; he was genuinely angry.

"Is this truly the will of all the residents?"

As Hellebore glared at them for confirmation, Rusan and Siglet smiled and looked around at the crowd. The townspeople looked at each other in confusion.

"Then you two should fight. There's no need to use travelers."

But at Hellebore's sound argument, they merely offered a faint smile and no reply. They didn't want to put themselves in danger. But they wanted the treasure. And they wanted to monopolize it.

That's why they had no hesitation in making their proxies fight a real duel for their own desires.

Hellebore's eyes flashed with a terrifying sharpness. Ritz didn't know yet what would become of these two after this ridiculous charade was over. But from the looks of it, they wouldn't get off lightly.

"Very well. In that case, I will serve as an impartial witness."

Hellebore said and walked towards them. Then he whispered to Ritz.

"To think it would actually come to a duel."

"It can't be helped."

"Hold out. When the inspector arrives, we will report you as heroes."

Ritz gave a wry smile.

"Colonel. I'm sick of playing the hero."

That was Ritz's true feeling. Long ago, people had called him that. Not in Tushil, but much, much farther back. When he averted his eyes from Hellebore's questioning gaze, Hellebore said no more and went to Franz. He seemed to be saying something, though Ritz couldn't hear.

Then he walked over to Anna and glared at Siglet.

"Untie this girl."

Hellebore declared resolutely to Siglet, who snorted.

"Of course. If you can guarantee she won't run away."

Hellebore faced Anna again.

"You won't run, will you?"

"No, sir!"

Anna answered cheerfully, then whispered something to Hellebore. There was no way Ritz, on the opposite side of the plaza, could hear her.

After having his subordinates untie Anna's ropes, Hellebore turned to face the people. He slowly looked over the townspeople.

"People of this town, you have been fighting over someone else's treasure, something that has nothing to do with you. And now, Rusan and Siglet are about to make the men they've each hired duel to contend for the right to negotiate for the treasure. Is this your will?"

At those words, the murmur of the townspeople abruptly ceased. Instead, they looked at each other in silence with anxious expressions. Hellebore's words to them continued.

"They will fight with their lives on the line. So you, too, must swear that after this foolish conflict, you will not harm the Sabatieri family."

Suppressing a burning anger, his voice was cold and harsh. The townspeople all averted their gaze and looked down. Looking over them, Hellebore threw even harsher words at them.

"And I want you to remember this. The lives of these youths will be your collective responsibility. Should death befall them, you will be held accountable for killing a young man out of your own greed."

Hellebore looked straight at the people and declared again in a strong tone.

"Mark my words. For the sake of your own greed, you will kill one of these youths."

At the captain's voice, the residents fell silent. They had likely finally realized that they had been arguing as if someone else's treasure, which should have been beyond their reach, was their own for selfish reasons.

And now, they were terrified by the heavy reality that the lives of young men who had nothing to do with this were on the line before their very eyes.

"Hmph, enough with the lectures. Let's get this started."

But at Siglet's single remark, none of the residents tried to stop the situation.

"That's right. The winner gets the right to negotiate for the treasure. That's fine. Because I'm going to win!"

There was no one in that place who could defy these two. They were afraid of them. They likely all understood the terror of making enemies of both of the town's influential figures.

"Then let us begin. Both combatants, forward."

Ritz and Franz both advanced to the front of the plaza and, for the first time in a while, looked each other in the face.

"First, shake hands."

They obediently followed Hellebore's words. The moment they clasped hands, Ritz whispered to Franz.

"Don't forget the order. If you do, you're dead."

Franz also replied curtly.

"I know."

They released their hands and quietly took a distance of several meters from each other. Franz was holding a strangely shaped object. Ritz couldn't identify what it was.

As he watched with sharpened nerves, Franz, perhaps unconsciously, touched the other weapon at his waist. Hellebore's rapier was there. It might be like a good luck charm for him.

"In the name of Hellebore, Captain of the Faldina Garrison Unit, Frontier Detachment of the Royal Capital Defense Corps, may this be a fair fight."

Hellebore looked back and forth between Ritz and Franz's faces and gave a small, silent nod. The two of them also gave a small nod in return.

"Begin!"

In the silence, only Hellebore's voice echoed with unusual loudness. The gallery remained silent, likely due to Hellebore's earlier words.

"Now, what will you do?"

Muttering softly, Ritz paid close attention to Franz's movements as he slowly drew the greatsword from his back, tossing the scabbard aside.

The mechanism he had set up to draw it with the scabbard had been acting up, so he had no choice but to do this.

A dry, heavy sound echoed with strange loudness. The double-edged greatsword, feeling weighty and familiar in his hands, gave off a dull gleam.

He had never dreamed he would face Franz with a real sword, but it couldn't be helped. The important thing was not to inflict a serious injury.

"Alright."

Franz also muttered softly, holding the short, retracted spear in his right hand. He swung it from his left side to his right with a sharp motion. The spear extended with a satisfying sound, then clicked into place.

"…What is that?"

Ritz stared blankly at the spear, which had extended to nearly two meters. He had never seen such a strange weapon. A spear that could extend and retract—was its strength really reliable?

Ritz remained still, watching to see what Franz would do. Franz glanced at him for a moment, but his guard remained up as he immediately focused his mind on the tip of the spear.

"O flame, reside in this spear and become my strength."

At Franz's words, Ritz understood. Enchantment magic. He intended to imbue the spear with flame to cover for his lack of physical strength.

A brightly burning flame took hold on the thirty-centimeter blade at the tip of his strange spear.

"Hey, hey, are you serious? When did you learn to do that?"

Ritz's monologue seemed to no longer reach Franz. At the sight of his terrifyingly focused eyes, Ritz let out a small sigh. Franz was extremely dangerous when he was like this.

It was fine for him to be focused, fine for it to be a real fight. He just prayed that Franz wouldn't forget the order of the attacks.

"So that means I just have to not get hit by the flame, right?"

Even for Ritz, having his clothes set on fire would be a problem. So he had to skillfully dodge at the last second, avoiding the flames.

"Ritz, here I come."

With serious eyes, Franz focused his consciousness solely on Ritz's figure. He could probably see nothing else but Ritz now.

At Franz's state, Ritz furrowed his brow. It was possible that in this situation, he would also have to fight while ensuring the safety of the spectators.

Franz was a Fire Spirit user.

After a moment of assessing the surrounding situation, Ritz slowly closed the distance with Franz.

Silence descended upon them.

He couldn't move until he had grasped the entire situation. For a while, the two of them just stared at each other as time passed.

Finally, Ritz turned to face Franz and raised his greatsword.

"Come on!"

At this point, his only option was to stall for time somehow. Ritz steeled his resolve.

Franz, without a word, charged at Ritz with a desperate look on his face. He had no form to speak of.

"Tch…"

As he pushed back the middle of the spear with the tip of his sword, he tried to tell Franz to calm down, but after seeing his eyes, he gave up.

Ritz's voice would no longer reach him.

The flames at the tip of the spear, which had barely reached him, singed Ritz's bangs with a sizzle. Avoiding the flames, Ritz lowered his body and slid his sword blade along the spear's shaft.

Franz, who was only pushing with brute force, faltered at Ritz's momentary movement. Aiming for that opening, Ritz forcefully swept the spear away with his right hand.

"Ah!"

As Franz staggered, unable to react, Ritz swung his sword from the right, just as he had planned. Franz, though stumbling, desperately jumped to the right to dodge it.

It seemed it was safe to attack. He took advantage of Franz's opening and went for the right side again.

"Ah!"

Franz cried out in shock. For a moment, he didn't seem to understand what had happened. Ritz was even more surprised than Franz.

Franz's dodging speed was slower than he had imagined. The sword grazed Franz heavily, tearing the clothes on his side.

If he had been even a little slower in dodging, his flesh would have been cut a little, too.

"…Fast."

Franz muttered under his breath. Wary of Ritz's speed, even when he was holding back, he slowly backed away to regain his stance.

Noticing his gaze desperately searching for an opening, Ritz deliberately created one. Franz's eyes darted around in confusion.

Of course, this was Ritz's strategy. Franz was so focused that he was only looking for a place to strike. So Ritz used that to his advantage. If he left the direction opposite to his next attack open, Franz would surely charge in there.

As expected, Franz, with the spear held close to his body to keep it steady, tried to thrust recklessly to the right.

Instantly, Ritz held his sword diagonally and caught the spear tip with the center of the blade.

This time, not even the flame at the spear tip reached Ritz at all.

"You're still naive, you know."

No sooner had he said it than he flicked the spear upwards. The force of it sent Franz's spear flying from his hand, clattering to the ground.

"Ah…"

The moment Franz's attention turned to the spear spinning across the ground, Ritz moved. Whether from instinctual fear, Franz instantly rolled away from the spot.

Where he had been just a moment ago, Ritz brought down the greatsword that had been raised high after sending the spear flying.

It seemed he had managed to escape just in the nick of time. In his mind, Ritz sighed at this incredibly tiring battle. It required an unimaginable amount of caution.

He wished Franz had at least a little knowledge of sword fighting, but there was no use dwelling on it.

"…"

Franz stood up unsteadily, several meters away from his spear. It was a distance he could cover quickly if he ran. Franz immediately broke into a run towards the spear. It seemed his body had moved before he could think.

"Your back is wide open, Franz!"

As he called out with a lighthearted jab at the amateurish move, Franz turned and held the palms of both hands out in front of him.

"Go, Fireball!!"

"Whoa!"

The small Fireball that was unleashed momentarily hindered Ritz's movement. He cut down the forty-centimeter-or-so fireball in a single strike, and in that opening, Franz had retrieved his spear. As expected of a spirit user.

But it was also dangerous to let him create any more fireballs. Besides the two of them, there were many spectators in the plaza. And Franz still couldn't control this ball of flame.

As Franz stood there with the spear, thinking about something, Ritz was already running towards him. When he raised his sword and glanced at Franz, Franz held the spear with both hands above his head and shouted with all his might.

"Blaze, Fire Spirit!"

From Franz's hands, a fireball larger than any he had seen on their journey so far was unleashed. Its speed was also in a different league.

It seemed Franz had completely abandoned any thought of holding back his magic.

And this was against Ritz.

That was the scary part about him.

"You idiot!"

Ritz couldn't help but shout at Franz. He stopped in his tracks and held the sword in front of him with both hands.

"There are tons of people here! Don't use a flashy move like that!!"

Facing the approaching flames, Ritz held his sword horizontally. If he didn't extinguish it here, the gallery would be injured.

To widen the wind pressure created by swinging the sword, he gripped it slightly below the hilt.

What saved him was that Franz, over there, didn't have time to ready his spear. If he had charged in at the same time, it would have been bad.

"Uoooooooh!"

With a roar, Ritz charged into the fireball, cleaved it in two with brute force, and made it explode on the spot. A fierce explosion roared, and a flash of light shone.

The surrounding spectators screamed in terror and ran about in confusion.

"Ritz-kun!"

"Ritz!"

With Net's and Anna's shouts, the spirit's flame was extinguished in an instant. Smoke filled the air. A large scorch mark was left on the ground.

"Ritz-san!"

As he listened to the screams of the people involved in this duel, Ritz stood amidst the smoke. He had taken some damage from the blast, but he was just sooty and there was no problem.

"Anna!"

"What?"

"Are there any injuries in the gallery?"

"Everyone's okay!"

Anna shouted back, looking around.

"Alright!"

The moment the smoke completely cleared, what jumped into Ritz's eyes was the figure of Franz, holding his spear at mid-level and charging at him. Crap, he was still here.

"Uwaaaaaaah!"

He was coming at him with a desperate look on his face. He hadn't even noticed the commotion in the gallery.

The only ones who were barely holding their ground were the members of the Faldina Garrison Unit, Rusan, Siglet and their entourage, and a few dozen others, including Net and his group.

Even Rusan and Siglet were pale, looking as if they were about to flee the scene at any moment. They must have understood the terror of the rampaging Franz.

"Well, this is a mess…"

Ritz, still in his stance, shifted slightly to the side to avoid Franz's spear tip. The spear tip passed right by his face.

Immediately after, he aimed to strike the part of the shaft Franz was holding.

But Franz didn't drop the spear like before. He bit his lip and grit his teeth, enduring the numbing sensation in his hands.

His cheek stung a little from a slight burn. He seemed to have gotten burned. But something like this was nothing.

Ritz pinned the barb of the spear to the ground with the tip of his sword. Franz pulled on the spear with a grating sound. Ritz was about to tell him he should just slide it sideways, but Franz realized it first and forcefully swung the spear sideways to pull it free.

Though out of breath, Franz regained his stance and charged straight at him again.

It was uncertain whether Franz, who had lost his composure to this extent, still remembered the order of the attacks, but he had no choice but to try.

Ritz dodged to Franz's right and, with that momentum, swung his sword wide horizontally. He had accidentally stepped in too far.

"Dammit."

He thought he had struck Franz, but what his sword tip touched was the shaft of the spear. Perhaps because he had been so engrossed, Franz had been holding the spear shorter than its full length, leaving the shaft exposed, which was a saving grace.

"What's with this spear…"

For the first time, Ritz questioned the properties of Franz's spear. Even after taking such a blow, it wasn't dented, let alone scratched.

Again, while paying attention to Franz who was slowly backing away, creating distance, Ritz observed the spear.

"It's not steel… is it?"

Ritz's sword was made of steel, but this spear could withstand its impact, and despite being an extendable type, it didn't dent. But from the feel of their clash, the inside of this spear was hollow.

"Could it be… haha, no way. That metal should only be in the possession of the royal family."

Ritz had only seen it once. He was talking about the metal called Mithril Silver.

It was said that the rulers of all the countries on this continent possessed an equal amount of this legendary metal. But its properties were not widely known.

It was said to be a gift from the goddess to humans in myths, and it was normally impossible for an ordinary person to obtain it. The metals that followed it were quite expensive but could be obtained by people. But the color of that metal and the one Franz held were different.

"If that's the case, why does Franz have it?"

While Ritz was agonizing over this, Franz was catching his breath. He seemed to have exhausted a considerable amount of stamina from the fight so far.

Even if it was light, it was his first time handling a spear, and his first time fighting under such prolonged tension. It was only natural.

Ritz, lost in thought, noticed Franz glaring at him desperately and realized he had created a completely impenetrable stance.

This way, he couldn't control the direction from which Franz attacked.

Finally realizing this, he held his sword in one right hand to show Franz he could attack.

The moment Franz saw this, a terrifying murderous intent blazed in his eyes. He must have mistaken it as Ritz taunting his pathetic state.

*That's not it at all*, he wanted to say, but it was useless to say anything to Franz in this state.

Franz charged at Ritz again. This time, he held the spear diagonally upwards to his left. He must be thinking that swinging it down diagonally would widen his attack range.

In other words, it seemed Franz was only thinking about hitting Ritz with the spear.

That made it difficult for Ritz to strike Franz's left side. It seemed better to strike his left side before he swung down and push back against the spear.

Having made his decision, Ritz switched from his defensive stance and ran towards Franz.

As if waiting for that, Franz switched the spear to one hand and thrust his right hand straight forward.

"Flame!"

"What?"

The fireball was aimed straight at Ritz.

"You think I'll fall for the same trick twice?!"

Ritz, about to cut down the fireball with the same momentum, caught sight of Franz readying his spear behind the fireball.

It wasn't the same trick. Franz had corrected his previous mistake and taken a more certain method.

"Tch, I underestimated him."

Franz was right behind the fireball, charging straight towards Ritz at the same speed with his spear at the ready.

If he cut it from the front like before, he would also cut down Franz, who was right behind it.

But if he didn't extinguish it, the fireball would hit the gallery and burst into flames. The buildings wouldn't escape unscathed either.

Ritz hesitated for a moment in his decision. That moment's hesitation slowed his actions. The fireball was already right in front of him.

"Damn iiiiiit!"

Predicting the movement of the unseen Franz's spear, he headed for the fireball. He raised his sword high and swung it straight down. In that instant, the flame split, and a path opened up in the middle.

Ritz immediately jumped into that path. This path would only last for a very short time.

The blazing flames on both sides dyed his vision red. A searing pain ran through his entire body.

In the next moment, the fireball passed him, and Ritz caught sight of Franz raising his spear high.

"You bastard!!"

He caught Franz's spear on the center of his blade without holding back and sent it flying with all his might.

With a high-pitched metallic sound, Franz's spear flew through the air.

He tripped the dazed Franz, who had lost his weapon, knocking him down, and immediately cut down the fireball behind him in one go.

The fireball was extinguished without causing any damage to the surroundings.

"Hah, hah…"

Various parts of his body were throbbing with a dull ache.

It seemed the flames had regained their original form just a little faster than Ritz's feet, and he had suffered a slight burn on his back.

But if he had put any more force into it, he might have cut down Franz as well. It was a close call.

In the first place, a Fire Spirit user with high destructive power was said to be equivalent to an entire battalion in the army.

To have to act and fight against such a spirit user without seriously engaging was an unreasonable demand.

The only reason things had gone safely so far was simply because Franz was an immature spirit user.

As the fireball was extinguished, Ritz followed the trajectory of the spear he had knocked away. It had been sent flying without holding back, and it drew a high arc as it spun through the air, landing deeply in the ground several meters away from the two of them.

"Tch…"

Ritz aimed the tip of his sword at the forehead of Franz, who was groaning on the ground. Franz's blue eyes glared up at him, filled with aギラギラ murderous intent.

Both of their mental fortitude was approaching its limit. Even if he had to drag out the time, he couldn't go on like this any longer.

He had wanted it to be a draw, but from this situation, he couldn't bring it to a draw. In that case, there was only one thing Ritz could do.

He felt sorry for the sender of the letter, but his only option was to cut down Rusan and Siglet, then grab Franz and Anna and get the hell out of here.

The residents would have learned the hard way about their foolishness. Once the ringleaders were gone, they probably wouldn't think of such a foolish thing as a riot again.

"…Match is over."

He called for Franz to surrender. But Franz, glaring at Ritz with burning eyes, quickly drew Captain Hellebore's rapier from his waist and brushed aside Ritz's greatsword.

"Not yet!"

"You…"

He must have known that with a rapier, he would be done for before he could get into Ritz's range. But Franz didn't seem to want to admit defeat yet.

Being unable to gauge one's own ability and not knowing when to quit can sometimes be a fatal flaw. Franz had probably already forgotten his initial objective of rescuing the hostage, Anna.

He just didn't want to lose. That was all.

"Damn it…"

Ritz had to come up with another plan to avoid cutting down Franz, who was coming at him with that short sword.

But Franz didn't seem to care about that. He held the rapier horizontally, aimed at Ritz. He intended to thrust.

"Uwaaaaaaaaaah!"

Franz came at him, throwing all caution to the wind.

"Can't be helped…"

Ritz held the sword horizontally in his right hand and supported the upper part of the blade with his left. He lowered his stance and met Franz's rapier perpendicularly.

The pointed tip of the rapier scraped against the greatsword, making an unpleasant sound.

"Guh!"

Giving up on the thrust, Franz switched the rapier to both hands and started pushing against Ritz's sword with all his might.

Ritz froze under the pressure. A sharp pain shot through his back.

"Ugh… damn, is it the burn from before…"

Unable to bear it, Ritz released his left hand and instantly straightened his posture. Franz, sent flying along with the rapier, fell over.

Unaware that Ritz was protecting his back, Franz seemed to see an opportunity and slowly closed the distance between them.

"…I can do this."

Muttering, Franz held the rapier in one hand and thrust the other forward. He was going to use fire.

"I told you, I won't fall for the same trick…"

Ritz didn't give Franz time to concentrate and knocked the rapier away.

"…twice!!"

For good measure, he gave Franz a light tap in the chest with the hilt of his sword.

"Guh…"

His breath caught for a moment, and Franz coughed violently. Ritz hadn't intended to hit him that hard in the chest, but his wide-open body seemed to have taken more damage than expected.

"…That's enough, isn't it, Franz?"

Ritz readied his sword again and quietly called for his surrender. But Franz stubbornly shook his head.

"You're at your limit, aren't you?"

"…Not… yet…"

"You sore loser…"

"Shut up!"

The two fell silent, only Franz's pained breathing echoing in the air. Even the passing carriages had stopped at the edge, holding their breath until this dangerous duel was over.

At this point, his only option was to knock Franz out and carry him away… As he was thinking this, a murmur arose from the remaining gallery.

Ritz's sharper-than-human ears heard the sound of horse hooves gradually growing louder.

"The Yuresla Army…"

Ritz's cheeks relaxed. He didn't know why, but their arrival was unusually early. After a while, they appeared in all their imposing glory.

The sound of the Yuresla Kingdom's official army trumpets blared loudly, echoing as if to shake the entire town.

"Alright, they made it in time!"

Ritz lowered his greatsword and let out a big breath. He could hear the sound of horses kicking the ground approaching from the town entrance.

"What's all the commotion? Make way!"

The inspection team belonging to the Yuresla Kingdom Army had finally made their appearance.

Ritz let out a big sigh. He was finally free from this ridiculous tension.

But Ritz should not have forgotten. The practice he had with Franz the other day. When he concentrated, he was a man who couldn't see his surroundings at all.

And now, he wasn't just concentrating; he was moving on willpower alone.

And that willpower was focused solely on one thing: wanting to beat Ritz.

And most dangerously of all, he was now holding a real weapon, not a twig.

"Hey, over here!"

Letting his guard down, Ritz waved to the Kingdom Army inspection team. There was no way he could have known that Franz had picked up the fallen rapier and was quietly readying it again.

That's why what Anna, who was about to call out to Franz, saw was the figure of Franz standing unsteadily behind Ritz with his rapier at the ready.

"Ritz! Behind you!"

Anna's scream, the moment Franz lunged at Ritz, and Ritz sensing the killing intent and unconsciously reaching for his sword, all happened at almost the same time.

Ritz's body, sensing mortal danger, reflexively and swiftly, without holding back, cut down his opponent in a single horizontal slash.

To Anna's eyes, that moment seemed to unfold in slow motion before her.

"Nooooo, Franz!"

"Dammit!!"

As Franz slowly crumpled forward, his chest stained with blood, with a look of confusion on his face as if he didn't know what had happened, Ritz threw aside his greatsword and caught him.

For a moment, no one could move. The one thing they had feared most had happened.

If that blow had landed squarely, Franz's life would have been over. As Anna stood frozen, Ritz gently laid Franz on the ground and shouted.

"Anna, get over here, quick!"

With trembling, stumbling legs, Anna desperately ran to the two of them. Stumbling several times, she finally managed to reach them.

"Healing magic, quick!"

Ritz ordered the trembling Anna in a shouting voice.

"Listen, use the highest level of healing magic. The wound is deep."

"…I understand."

Anna clasped her hands in front of her and offered a prayer not to the Water Spirit, but to the Water Spirit King.

It was the highest level of healing magic she knew. Of course, she had never used it on their journey so far. But if she didn't, it would be too late.

"O Water Spirit King, who governs all peace and healing, answer my call and share with me your power! With the source of my own life, grant healing to my fallen friend, Franz!"

A shining, translucent blue light enveloped Anna.

"Grant me your infinite power of healing."

The light, possessing the brilliance of water, gradually gathered from Anna's body into her hands, becoming a dazzling drop of water that seemed ready to overflow.

"Franz, please, be okay!"

Anna gently dropped the light drop in her hands onto Franz's wound. The drop was absorbed into Franz's body, emitting a brilliant light. But the drop was not completely used up and returned to Anna.

Something was strange.

Anna, also noticing, tilted her head at Ritz.

"…He seems to be okay…"

"Really?"

At Ritz's question, Anna nodded.

"Um, it's a bit late to say this after using the highest level healing magic, but this wound… it doesn't look like it was fatal."

"Huh?"

Ritz's mouth fell open in surprise. Anna, even more stunned, replied in a dazed, silly tone, her strength gone.

"If it were fatal, the wound wouldn't disappear even if all the water of life was used up, but the wound disappeared and it came back to me."

"What does that mean?"

As he stared at Anna's face as if to bore a hole through it, Anna explained, half on the verge of laughter. She must have been so relieved that she felt like laughing.

"It was an injury, for sure, but a really shallow one."

"Eh?"

"Because the wound is only on the surface of the skin; it didn't reach his organs. It just bled a lot because it was a wide cut."

Now that she mentioned it, the feel of the blow had been too light for Ritz. Franz's lunge must have been much shorter than that of a normal opponent.

"Then why is he unconscious?"

"You cut him, Ritz. He probably thought he was dead."

Ritz slumped his shoulders in defeat. His entire body went limp, and he fell backward with a thud.

"Don't scare me like that!"

Anna couldn't hold it in any longer and burst out laughing. As if infected by Anna's unstoppable laughter, Ritz also started to laugh.

Eventually, the two of them couldn't stop laughing and rolled around laughing for a while in front of the stunned onlookers.

In any case, the commotion had come to a safe end.
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			The debriefing, with all parties concerned, took place in the conference room of the Faldina Garrison headquarters after the battered Ritz and Franz had changed and cleaned themselves up.

Most of the sterile desks had been pushed to the side, with only enough chairs for everyone present. Near the window was a worn-out sofa, which, judging by its condition, was likely used for breaks and naps.

Looking out the window, he could see the guest rooms of the 'Green Forest Inn'. It made sense that if they could see in here from over there, then they could be seen from here as well.

Ritz scanned the room. Present, of course, were Ritz, Anna, and Franz, along with their four collaborators: Net, Lira, Dill, and Hellebore. And seated in chairs some distance away from the four were two men, tied up.

It was Rusan and Siglet. The sight of the two rivals, tied up and sitting side by side, was nothing short of comical.

After some time had passed and a tense atmosphere had filled the room, the inspector finally appeared. Though he had seen quite a number of them earlier, only seven were present here.

When Ritz first saw the inspectors, he had tilted his head at their large number. It was unusual for so many inspectors to come for a mere town squabble. What on earth had Heath reported in Sears?

As Ritz leisurely observed the inspectors, one of them, wearing a hat, wordlessly sat down in a chair near the entrance and crossed his legs. He was likely the highest-ranking one.

Then, an inspector in his thirties with walnut-colored hair looked over the group and spoke. His rank insignia indicated he was a major. Another person stood at his side. This one was of a lower rank and was presumably his adjutant.

"I have been briefed on the situation by Heath Adonis. Both Siglet and Rusan will be questioned for the crimes of engaging in a private duel and inciting a disturbance in an autonomous region."

As the inspector made his pronouncement, four of the other inspectors flanked the two men and forced them to their feet.

As he was being led out the door, Siglet glared at Ritz with bloodshot eyes.

"You were planning to trap us from the very beginning, weren't you?"

To Siglet's remark, which was trembling with rage, Ritz replied with a calm smile.

"Of course. I'm an ally of women and children."

"You son of a bitch."

It seemed they had never suspected for a moment that Ritz and the others were waiting for the Kingdom's inspection team. The limit of their imagination was to suspect each other of being spies.

Rusan and Siglet, who had been glaring resentfully at Ritz, were escorted out of the room by the inspectors. No matter how influential they were in this town, they were no match for the kingdom's strictest inspection team.

Only after the two were gone did a sense of relief return to the room. It was only natural that being in the presence of the town's influential figures, who had been threatening people until just now, even if they were tied up, was unsettling.

"Now then."

The walnut-haired inspector spoke. Instantly, the air in the room froze again.

"I have some questions for you as well."

The tension heightened. Everyone present was a person who believed they were the cause of the commotion. Ritz, of course, was aware that he was the true mastermind behind this incident, but he felt no particular tension.

He had been observing the inspectors for a while, but it seemed the person he had sent the letter to was not among them, which was a relief. If anything happened, he could just grab Anna and Franz and run away.

The only thing that bothered him was the older man who was standing back behind the inspector, his hat pulled down low over his eyes.

His uniform was certainly that of the inspection team, but his aura was somehow different. Part of it was probably because he hadn't seen his face even once, but what bothered him more was that he felt he knew him from somewhere. He couldn't remember from where, which made it even more bothersome.

But while Ritz was tilting his head, staring at the man sitting in the chair, the inspector had already begun his questioning.

Ritz decided to remain silent for a while and watch how things unfolded. It was a given that things would get complicated if an unrelated person interfered in organizational matters.

"Colonel Hellebore. From what point have you been involved in this incident?"

The walnut-colored inspector asked Hellebore politely. In terms of rank alone, Hellebore was superior, but the other was an inspector.

"I've been involved from the beginning."

"…I see."

The inspector sighed. He probably had no words. In the military, the responsibility for knowing about this commotion and letting it happen was heavy.

After a while, the young inspector looked straight at Hellebore.

"As the captain of this unit, how do you intend to take responsibility for causing this dueling commotion?"

At those words, Hellebore briefly looked down, then immediately raised his head.

"It was a necessary measure to protect the lives of a mother and child, and for them to remain in this town, but things got a little out of hand. I would like to resign from the military. I will take the responsibility, so I ask that you do not charge the civilians."

That's what would normally happen. If things had ended without incident, Hellebore could have feigned ignorance, but the incident had become too big. But Ritz smiled faintly.

The inspector shouldn't be able to hand down a punishment on the spot. Because he would face fierce opposition. Just as Ritz predicted, Anna shouted.

"No way! This town will definitely be in trouble without the captain!"

Overlapping her words, Net shouted.

"That's right, Captain. If it weren't for you, this whole mess would've gotten a lot bigger. It's not just your fault! Mr. Soldier, punish us too!"

"I'll accept punishment too! Because I was the one who asked Captain Hellebore for help! If the captain goes, I'll cry!"

"That's right, me too!"

Lira also protested, her eyes welling with tears. Dill nodded forcefully at her words. Not being military personnel themselves, they had no concern for rules or discipline; they were on the side of their companion, Hellebore.

Faced with the clamoring Net and the children, the inspector faltered. For an inspector, who often worked in secret within the royal castle, a situation like this was likely unprecedented, and he probably didn't know what to do.

Because this inspection team was not a department that interacted with the general public like the defense corps or the military police, but a special unit of the kingdom's army, an elite group directly under the king, prime minister, and ministers.

At a loss, the inspector looked pleadingly at the man sitting behind him. The man behind him smiled with his barely visible mouth and waved his hand nonchalantly from side to side. It seemed he was telling him to deal with it later.

It seemed the real authority in this room belonged to this man. At the man's signal, the inspector let out a small sigh, cleared his throat loudly, and said to Hellebore.

"Then we will address this matter at a later date."

"A later date? It won't be anything bad, will it!?"

"We won't stand for anything funny!"

"Yeah, yeah!"

Surrounded by civilians, the inspector sighed.

"Alright. Alright. I understand your opinions."

The man, who sounded surprisingly young when he spoke normally, sighed at his own words.

"Then let's get back to the matter at hand. First, regarding the incident occurring in this autonomous region. We inspectors have a general idea of the situation from Adonis's story, but we would like to confirm. Is a member of the Sabatieri family present?"

At the inspector's question, Dill timidly raised his hand.

"You are… Dill-kun, correct?"

"Yes, I'm Dill Sabatieri."

The inspector nodded.

"What is your father's name?"

"Yes, it's Luvia Sabatieri."

At that moment, Ritz groaned. It was a name he had heard somewhere before. But he couldn't remember where. While Ritz was racking his brain, the inspector was questioning Dill about his father.

Hair color, eye color, height, age, and so on. He wasn't sure how it related to the case, but it seemed to be important.

"I see. It seems to be just as we investigated. Then, Dill-kun."

"Yes."

"We will visit your home tomorrow."

"…Are you going to arrest my mother?"

The inspector smiled at Dill's fearful question.

"No. We're coming to help."

At the inspector's smile, Dill smiled awkwardly in relief. It seemed the prime minister knew something about what was happening in this town and had dispatched this inspector with a gentle demeanor.

"That's all I have to say. Now, I would like to hear the true circumstances of this incident?"

As the inspector said this, the man sitting behind him slowly stood up. He seemed to be quite old, but his steps were firm, with no sign of weakness. On the contrary, he had a dignified stride. He was an old man, but he had a refined air that naturally commanded respect.

At a glance, he was wearing a military uniform, but there were no rank insignias or crests indicating his affiliation. Such a soldier shouldn't exist in the military. On top of that, his long blond hair flowed from under his hat, tied back carelessly, which was unbefitting of a soldier.

"Kenny."

"Yes, sir!"

"There is no need to ask. I have a general idea."

"Sir?"

The man smiled at the bewildered inspector. It was clear even though only his mouth was visible. After the inspector stepped back, the man stood in front of everyone. He asked the group in a low, resonant, and firm voice.

"Now, who is the mastermind?"

At the man's words, everyone looked down. They all likely felt at least some responsibility. But the old man had a sarcastic smile on his lips, the only part of his face visible from under his hat.

"There's no need to be so timid. I was just asking. I already know who the mastermind is."

The man said and walked straight towards Ritz, who was sitting on the worn-out sofa. Ritz, bewildered by his unhesitating stride and aura, half-rose.

No one had said Ritz was the mastermind until now, and everyone had kept their mouths shut in front of the inspector. Yet the man stood before Ritz without hesitation.

"Stand, Ritz Alster."

"Huh?"

He had never given his full name to the inspector, yet the man had called him by his full name. Ritz squinted into the man's hat, trying to see his face. The hat, pulled down low in an ostentatious manner, completely obscured his features.

"You're the only one who'd pull a stunt this foolish. Isn't that right, Ritz?"

He recognized that way of calling his name. Something in his body trembled with nostalgia.

"Still fond of causing trouble? You're a handful."

But that tone of voice belonged to someone he absolutely should not be hearing in this place. No, it couldn't be. He couldn't possibly be here.

"…No way."

Even as he thought this, Ritz staggered to his feet and slowly lifted the hat of the man standing before him. The inspector from earlier gasped and tried to stop him, but it was too late.

The hidden face was revealed before everyone in the room. He appeared to be in his fifties or sixties. His long hair was still glossy and shone like gold. And his beautiful light blue eyes were like the clear surface of water, filled with wisdom.

The moment their eyes met, his mind and vision went blank. The past rewound, and he was instantly transported back thirty-five years.

There stood the figure of his dear friend. The moment their eyes met, his friend smiled with the same cheerful expression as in the old days.

"I never thought you wouldn't recognize me by my voice, Ritz. Or have you already forgotten about me?"

"Y-y-y-y-you, why are you…!"

Ritz stumbled back a step. He was too surprised to speak. The blood drained from his face.

"It seems you remember me, at least."

At the sarcastic tone, he reflexively shouted back.

"Of course I remember!"

He had always wanted to see him, but at the same time, he was the one person he wanted to see the least. That nostalgic face was right in front of him.

He didn't know if he was happy, wanted to cry, hated it, or wanted to scream, but his body reflexively took a step back, trying to escape.

The man, seeing through his actions, wouldn't allow it and quickly reached out, pulling hard on Ritz's long ear. He knew very well that it was his weak spot. Though they had been apart for a long time, this man knew Ritz as well as, or even better than, his own parents.

"Ow, that hurts!"

"You bastard, why didn't you send any word! How many letters do you think I sent you! Didn't you receive them?"

"I got them! I got them at the naval headquarters in Suien!"

"Then why didn't you reply! If you were alive, you had time to at least report that much! Why didn't you come back to Sears in the first place!?"

"Sears is a stopover, so I've been back a few times!"

"Then why didn't you show your face!"

"How could I show my face when I was so ashamed!"

"Are you the kind of man to be ashamed!"

Every time Ritz tried to back away, the man pulled his ear. It was twisted so tightly that he let out a half-serious scream. It was nostalgic and a little nice, but it hurt like hell, so he wished he would stop.

"It hurts! It really hurts!"

"This is payback for all these years. Bear with it."

"How can I bear it! Let go, Ed!"

His old friend's nickname slipped out of his mouth with surprising ease and naturalness. The moment he said it, his chest filled with nostalgia.

"Oh, I'll let go, if you promise not to run."

"I won't run!"

"You absolutely won't run?"

"I won't run! I really won't, I swear!"

Finally released, Ritz rubbed his longer-than-human ear.

"Ow… What would you do if it came off?"

"As if it would come off from just that, you idiot."

Just because it was easy to grab didn't mean he should pull it with all his might. It hurt so much it brought tears to his eyes. When he glared sullenly, his friend smiled with a wicked look on his face. Ritz was at a loss for words. He had never been able to win against him.

Someone tugged on his clothes, and he looked down to see Anna standing there with a troubled expression. It seemed she had been urged by everyone else who couldn't keep up with what was happening.

"Is he an acquaintance of yours, Ritz?"

At Anna's hesitant question, the man broke into a smile and knelt before her.

"Is this child your daughter?"

"Huh!?"

"The man who came to report told me you had a child with you. I was looking forward to it."

"N-n-no, you're mistaken!"

Anna frantically shook her head. Ritz grumbled sullenly.

"Stop making me a father without my permission!"

"A womanizer like you probably has a few of them."

"I don't have any at the moment."

"I wonder about that."

Ignoring Ritz's words, the man smiled at Anna and the others.

"My apologies for the late introduction. I am a friend of this fellow. But you see, I'm a pitiful man who can't even get a reply to a letter from his friend."

Uncharacteristically for his age, he spread his arms playfully and let out an exaggerated sigh.

"A friend of Ritz's?"

Having given up, Ritz plopped down on the floor. Anna asked him. He didn't know how much he should tell her about him, so he looked up at his nostalgic friend. He smiled and gave a silent nod.

*Everything's fine.* So that was it. He was at his wit's end. Even though they had just met after so long, his friend was conveying his continued trust without words. Ritz was so happy and so sorry that he scratched his head and answered in a half-groan.

"He's an old friend of mine."

"An old one?"

"Yup. His name is Edward Baldia. I call him Ed."

As soon as he said that, Net and Hellebore tumbled out of their chairs and prostrated themselves on the floor. Ritz had predicted this would happen, so he just sighed.

No citizen of Yuresla would be able to remain calm after hearing this name. Except for the children, of course.

"Wh-wh-what's going on?"

Franz, who had been told in the previous town that Ritz was friends with the king, turned pale when he understood the meaning of their actions. Even the dense Franz could figure it out by looking at Ritz's attitude and the attitude of Hellebore and the others.

Ritz, stared at by the bewildered Anna and the children, sighed and scratched his head as he explained.

"He's someone who has absolutely no business being here. After all, this guy's the king of this country."

"Eeeeeeeeeeeh?"

"The king!?"

This unexpected appearance made even Anna, who was rarely surprised, jump.

"You should at least know the king's name."

Ritz finally stood up and clapped Edward on the shoulder.

"My friend of forty years."

Edward IV, the 37th king of the Yuresla Kingdom.

His real name, Edward Baldia, was the name of Ritz's friend.

"For a friend, you've been rather distant, haven't you, Ritz? Hmm?"

Edward pulled and stretched Ritz's cheek with force. Sadly, for various reasons since they first met, Ritz was completely unable to defy Edward.

"I hurth, i hurth."

"Of course it does. I'm making it hurt."

"Le' go."

Everyone was stunned by Edward's unkingly behavior. But Edward, still pinching Ritz, spoke gently to the two who were prostrating themselves.

"There is no need for you to prostrate yourselves before me. After all, the king is supposedly so ill that he cannot even sit on his throne, and is confined to his bed. The man standing here cannot possibly be the king."

Net timidly raised his head and, though bewildered, sat back down in his chair. But Hellebore did not raise his head. He had probably had an audience with the king before. In other words, he knew the king by sight.

Edward smiled at Hellebore, who did not raise his head, looking troubled.

"I see. It seems you and I have met before…"

After a moment of thought, Edward spoke to Hellebore.

"Hellebore, Captain of the Faldina Garrison Unit. By my command, raise your head."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"My presence here is to be kept secret."

"…Yes, sir."

"Therefore, from this day forth, for the duration of my stay in Faldina, I am not the king. Refrain from any words or actions that might reveal my identity as the king. Is that understood?"

"Yes, sir!"

"Now, let's just relax."

Though he had replied, he seemed to have no idea what to do, and Hellebore raised his head in confusion. In contrast to the anguished Hellebore, Anna was filled with curiosity.

"Wow… it's the king. What should I do, Franz? It's my first time seeing him! Hey, do you think he'll get mad if I touch him? Can I touch him? Huh, Franz?"

At her words, which were like she was looking at a rare animal, Franz hurriedly covered Anna's mouth. Even before the king, Anna was still Anna.

"Idiot, that's rude!"

Franz couldn't be so casual. He distanced himself from Edward, his face completely drained of color. These two would probably get used to Edward's presence. After all, Edward's arrival meant that Ritz would be taken to the royal capital. Because Ritz was absolutely incapable of defying Edward.

Ritz, released by Edward, collapsed onto the sofa again.

"I thought that guy Shasta would be the one to come. Why did you come all this way yourself?"

Then Edward, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, sat down next to Ritz.

"If I send the Prime Minister over here, his work will fall behind, won't it?"

"Poor Shasta. You should stay and do the work. You're the king, aren't you? Stop wandering around."

"Shasta loves his work, you see."

"Oh, I see. I wrote that letter thinking I'd have some fun with him, too."

"Ah…"

Franz and Anna exclaimed at the same time. They seemed to have realized when that letter of Ritz's was written. Yes, that letter was, of course, the one he had given to Heath.

"Don't be ridiculous. If I sent Shasta, you'd convince him to let you go and run off again, wouldn't you?"

"Ugh…"

"I won't let you get away with just one letter like this."

Saying that, Edward took a sealed letter from his breast pocket. It was the letter Ritz had written and given to Heath. It seemed it had reached Edward after all.

"I wrote that I wouldn't run away."

"No, if Shasta had come, you would have found some way to deceive him and escape. I can see right through you."

"Ugh…"

They had just met after so long, yet how did he see through everything…? His head hurt.

"My mission this time is to put a rope around your neck and drag you back to the royal palace in Sears. You're not thinking of running away from me again, are you?"

"…I'm not."

Ritz sulked. He couldn't defy Edward, and now that he had met Edward, the one person he was most afraid of reuniting with, there was no reason to keep running.

"Shasta's having a hard time with all the work being pushed on him, isn't he?"

He tried to resist with a sarcastic comment, but Edward replied with a cool expression.

"Unfortunately, our country hasn't had a minister for over thirty years. The poor prime minister holds quite a grudge against the minister who abandoned his duties and ran off."

Hit where it hurt, Ritz fell silent. But the gazes of everyone, and Edward's gaze, were so painful that he couldn't help but shout back.

"I refused in the first place, didn't I? I even wrote a letter of resignation when I left! So why is the seat still empty! Hurry up and appoint a successor!"

"Just because… you know?"

"'You know?' isn't an answer!"

"What gives you the right to be so arrogant when you left on your own accord?"

Hellebore and Net, who had been listening to the two bickering, stared at Ritz in a daze. It was incredibly uncomfortable.

"In that case, let me hear the reason you used this seal."

What Edward pointed to was the wax part Ritz had used for the seal. The seal, which had been neatly cut, still clearly showed the impression of the seal Ritz had pressed.

"Ugh…"

"The fact that this was accepted means that the minister of this country is still who, exactly?"

"Ugh…"

He couldn't come up with a rebuttal. The seal Ritz carefully carried, used to press into wax, was on par with that of the prime minister or the king… in other words, it was the official seal of a minister. Finely engraved on it were the words 'Ritz Alster, Minister of the Yuresla Kingdom'.

As there was no successor, it was, of course, still recognized by the central military command, and if presented, it would immediately catch the eye of the king and the prime minister.

"Um, Ritz-kun, is that true?"

Ritz shook his head at Hellebore's timid question.

"No way. Do I look like I could handle such a heavy responsibility?"

He tried to sound as carefree as possible, but Hellebore stared at him with a stiff expression. Edward took the sealed letter from Hellebore and tossed it.

"It concerns your subordinate. Why don't you check, Hellebore?"

"I will take a look."

Hellebore, who had carefully received the sealed letter, examined its contents and then the seal. Hellebore, who had been watching without moving a muscle, slowly raised his head.

"Ritz Alster… huh."

"…What is it, Colonel?"

"I thought I'd heard that name before."

"Huh…?"

"Your name is in the officer's academy history books. A member of the Spirit Tribe and the right-hand man of the current king during the civil war. One of the kingdom's greatest swordsmen and a hero of national salvation… or so it says. It's been over thirty years since the war, so the general public has probably forgotten."

"Geh…"

It seemed that in the thirty-odd years Ritz had been gone, things had become complicated in the kingdom's army. There was no way to talk his way out of this.

"The minister thing was really just for that one time, a figurehead, and for over thirty years I've been a mercenary with no rank or office!"

He tried to state his case with all his might, but Edward, who had taken the sealed letter from Hellebore, flatly denied it.

"No, you are still a Minister of this country. I have no memory of dismissing you."

When the king said this, there was no escape.

"…Say, haven't you gotten a little more persistent?"

At Ritz's sarcasm, Edward replied with a cool expression.

"Who knows. Aren't you the one who's bad at giving up? You're ninety years older than me, yet you're like a child."

"…Eighty-six."

As they were quietly bickering, Anna spoke to them timidly.

"Um, Your Majesty…"

Looking around, he could see that everyone was expecting Anna to somehow calm the situation. It seemed that in this situation, no one but Anna could get between the two of them.

"Not Your Majesty. Edward. And you are?"

"I'm Anna. Anna Myers. I've been traveling with Ritz from Vishnu."

"Hoh… traveling, you say…"

Edward looked at Ritz with a curious expression. Ritz shrugged. There would be time until they reached Sears, so he could explain later.

"And Franz over there is also traveling with us. We're companions, you see. Right, Ritz?"

"Yeah…"

He had seen Edward's bewildered face, a rare sight. It was true that for the old Ritz, traveling with minors would have been an unthinkable situation. But things had turned out this way, so it couldn't be helped.

Even though he shouldn't have known Ritz's circumstances, Edward smiled at Anna as if he understood something.

"If you are a companion of Ritz, then you are a companion of mine as well, are you not?"

"Huh?"

"You may call me Ed. You as well."

Suddenly addressed, Franz looked as if he was about to faint. That was the normal reaction. But Anna wasn't so easily swayed.

"I understand, um, Ed-san. Um…"

After saying that, Anna thought for a moment, and when she looked up next, she was smiling brightly.

"Aren't you hungry? It's about lunchtime."

In the corner of his vision, Franz swayed at Anna's words. Ritz also thought that she could have come up with something a little better.

But Edward took a pocket watch from his pocket, honestly checked the time, and nodded.

"My apologies. Let's have lunch."

Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. Everyone in the room thought they were free from this situation. Ritz felt the same and wanted to be left alone for a bit to calm down. He was completely unprepared to meet Edward.

But Edward's next words surely shortened one person's lifespan.

"Your name was Net, wasn't it?"

Suddenly addressed, Net stammered.

"Y-y-yes!"

"I hear your inn serves delicious food."

"Y-yes, thank you, sir."

"Then let's go there to eat. I would be grateful if you could let us stay the night as well."

"At my place? M-my humble inn is not the kind of place to host His Majesty the King…"

Net, his mind blank with panic, tried to refuse, but Edward cut him off with a cheerful smile.

"Oh, where is the king? I am merely Edward, the friend of this fool."

"Y-Your Majesty… please don't…"

Ignoring Net's heartfelt cry, Edward continued.

"I asked one of the soldiers here for a delicious restaurant earlier. It was called the 'Green Forest Inn,' wasn't it?"

Ritz patted the shoulder of Net, whose mouth was agape and whose face was on the verge of breaking.

"My condolences. Or rather… my bad…"

Unable to escape, Net nodded weakly.

And so, Net was bestowed the honor of accepting into his inn the most noble and most difficult guest he had ever had since opening his inn.
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			Afterward, a raucous banquet was held at the 'Green Forest Inn,' which had been booked for their exclusive use. Everyone, including the reluctantly dragged-along Hellebore, the slightly broken Net, and the somewhat reckless Ritz, reveled in a boisterous celebration of drinking and singing.

Naturally, Franz was one of those caught up in it all. The banquet, filled with tension and confusion, reached a strange level of excitement.

King Edward, surprisingly, was very personable to everyone except Ritz, and not at all kingly. According to Hellebore, Edward was originally a farmer from the Glein Autonomous Region.

Of course, he was descended from the previous king, but his existence had been hidden until the civil war broke out, and Edward had grown up among the common people.

According to the history books, Ritz had been with Edward in Glein since that time. The story was so grand that it was hard to imagine from the sight of Ritz and Edward having a childish argument right in front of him.

The children were no exception to this festive uproar. Having grown accustomed to the king's presence, which they had initially clung to out of curiosity, the children had become completely attached to Edward.

Amidst all this, there was no way Franz alone could escape, and he was forced to participate in the banquet, completely exhausted.

After spending such a frantic night, the group left the inn the next morning with the inspectorate members who came to pick them up on time. The inspector with the walnut-colored hair was named Kenny Fort.

When Kenny came to pick them up in the morning, he was stunned at the sight of Edward.

"…Your Majesty. That appearance… what happened?"

Edward's long hair had been braided into cute pigtails, and even had a flower attached. The culprits were undoubtedly Anna and Lira. But Edward seemed to be quite enjoying it.

"Does it suit me? Anna and Lira did it for me."

According to Ritz, Edward had always been fond of children, and if there was no particular problem, he would sometimes let them do as they pleased. But it was a fact that even Ritz, who was supposed to be his best friend, was bewildered by how much Edward had mellowed.

"Your Majesty… the Prime Minister has entrusted me with your care. I believe that appearance is quite inappropriate…"

Franz agreed with Kenny's gentle admonishment. But Edward, paying no mind to such words, spoke to everyone as if nothing had happened.

"Now then, let's head to the Sabatieri residence."

"Yeah!!"

Anna, Lira, and Dill answered cheerfully.

"His Majesty is a person beyond my comprehension…"

At Hellebore's words, all the adults, including Kenny and Franz, nodded in agreement.

"He's just an idiot, right?"

At Ritz's softly muttered comment, Edward reacted sensitively, spun around, and pulled at both corners of Ritz's mouth.

"Is this the mouth that speaks such things? Hmm?"

Shaking off his hands, Ritz fought back with equal fervor.

"You and your damn good hearing!"

"What?"

"Why is it you only hear my insults!"

"Because your voice is loud."

"No it's not!"

Franz let out a big sigh. This was the king of the country, and the minister who had been missing for over thirty years. Faced with such an unexpected pair, no one could say a thing.

"Ritz, Ed-san, let's go already."

Pulled by Anna and Lira's clothes, the two finally stopped their bickering.

"You're right. Now, Dill, lead the way."

They finally set off for the Sabatieri residence. The Sabatieri house was on the outskirts of town. When they arrived in front of the house, for some reason, Mrs. Sabatieri was waiting for them outside.

"Mom, I'm home!"

Dill ran up and hugged her, and his mother showed him a bright smile.

"Welcome back, Dill."

She was a beautiful woman, a far cry from the stingy and greedy image they had heard from the townspeople and Siglet.

Mrs. Sabatieri let go of Dill, stood before the inspection team, and her eyes fell on a certain person among them. Her eyes widened in surprise.

The person she was looking at was Edward. Edward also had a gentle smile on his face. Did they know each other?

Eventually, with graceful movements, the lady slowly knelt before Edward.

"It has been a long time, Your Majesty."

Surprised, Franz stared at the lady.

"Well, I'll be damned."

Net muttered under his breath.

"I just thought she was an ordinary lady."

Looking over, Hellebore was also wide-eyed in surprise. They probably had never seen her act like that before.

Amidst all this, Edward calmly smiled gently at Mrs. Sabatieri and acknowledged her bow.

"It has been a long time, Matiora. You are as beautiful as ever."

"You are too kind, Your Majesty. Is Her Majesty the Queen well?"

"Yes. She is well. She was sad when you left."

"Thank you. Those words alone are my happiness."

Mrs. Sabatieri bowed her head deeply.

"I am glad you are well. I was sorry to hear about Luvia."

"Yes. The length of one's life is decided by the goddess. It cannot be helped."

Dill, confused and flustered, looked at his mother, Matiora.

"…Mom?"

Matiora gave Dill a gentle smile, slowly stood up, and placed her hands gently on Dill's shoulders.

"I'm sorry I kept it from you until now. Your father used to work at the royal palace."

"Huh?"

"I did too. I had the honor of serving as a lady-in-waiting to Her Majesty the Queen."

Dill stared at Matiora's face, looking as if he didn't understand what was being said. The others were also frozen in surprise.

In an indescribable atmosphere, the door of the Sabatieri house opened quietly, and the owner of that weapon shop peeked out.

"Oh, mister!"

When Anna shouted, everyone turned to look at him at once. The owner of the weapon shop smiled shyly.

"I heard the inspection team had arrived."

The owner said and silently opened the door wide. As they stood there, bewildered and not knowing what was going on, Edward, who seemed to understand everything, calmly urged them on.

"Let's go inside, shall we?"

Urged on, everyone stepped into the small Sabatieri house. Inside, there was only a single large board, covered with a cloth.

"It was quite a struggle to carry it this far. The mistress and I spent all night yesterday carrying it."

As he said this, the shop owner carefully removed the cloth covering the board.

"Oh, it's a painting."

The large board was a painting in a large frame. In the center, a beautiful woman with a gentle smile was depicted. On her back were large white wings that seemed to embrace everything.

"It's the goddess…"

But the painting had scorch marks here and there, and everything except the goddess was almost unrecognizable.

"So this is where it was."

At Edward's deeply moved voice, Ritz asked.

"Is it from the palace?"

"Yes, though it was burned."

"Burned?"

When Franz couldn't help but voice his question, Edward smiled and answered.

"About fifteen years ago, the royal family had two court painters. One of them, who painted very beautiful mythological pictures, was Luvia Sabatieri."

"My father…"

"Yes, that's right. His paintings were too beautiful. The other court painter was jealous of Luvia's talent, but at the same time, he was intensely captivated by it. His heart was torn in two, and he was driven to madness."

As a result, the man set fire to the paintings of Luvia, which he both hated and loved, and burned to death himself.

"Luvia was a quiet man who disliked conflict. So he was terribly shocked. After that incident, he stopped coming to the palace. Then he and his wife disappeared."

Edward finished his story quietly and looked at Matiora.

"Was life difficult?"

Matiora shook her head quietly.

"It was not difficult. I was blessed with this child with my husband, and I was happy."

"I see…"

Edward nodded.

"Is the treasure you tried to protect, even to the point of causing a disturbance in the town, Luvia's final work?"

"Yes, Your Majesty. I intend to pass my husband's final work on to my son, Dill. However, I found it difficult to protect it with only a woman's strength…"

Edward nodded, and then asked.

"I understand. A final work by Luvia Sabatieri would be a considerably valuable asset for the kingdom as well."

"Yes."

"So you spread the rumor of the treasure and waited until the rumor grew large enough to reach the Royal Capital, is that right?"

"That is correct. I did not have the means to request its storage in the Royal Capital myself…"

She, living in poverty, did not have the money to transport her husband's final work to the Royal Capital. The only people she could trust were in the Royal Capital, and she could not go there herself.

If she had asked someone she couldn't trust, Luvia's painting might have been put in danger. So she devised a plan.

"But did you not consider that you yourself would be in danger?"

At his kind words, Matiora smiled.

"I did. But… even so, I did not mind. If anything had happened to me, I believed that Dill would take over everything."

At the conversation between Edward and Matiora, the people were at a loss for words and could only stare at the severely burned painting.

"I'll do my best, so you don't have to worry, Mom."

Dill hugged Matiora tightly and declared with conviction.

"I'll protect Dad's painting. It's okay, I'm not a helpless kid anymore."

Dill looked straight at Anna. Anna nodded reassuringly. But. Matiora's answer was the opposite of that resolve.

"Thank you, Dill. But let's have this final work stored in the Royal Capital. When you grow up and can go to the Royal Capital on your own, you can inherit it."

"But…"

"I think your father would have wanted to see his painting displayed in the palace one more time. Your father loved the palace… His Majesty and Her Majesty the Queen very much."

Edward smiled sadly at Matiora's words.

"So until you become an adult, let's have it displayed in the palace, okay?"

Dill nodded.

"Dad always seemed a little sad, didn't he? If his painting is displayed in the palace, I'm sure he'll be happy."

"Indeed. Then let's consider how to transport and store the painting."

The rest of the group, watching Edward, Matiora, Dill, and the inspector seriously discuss the future of the final work, stood around idly.

"Ritz, how much is that painting worth?"

Franz whispered to Ritz, who was standing dazedly in the back. Ritz groaned in an equally low voice.

"Luvia Sabatieri, you say? That's incredible. Probably around five hundred thousand Giltz at market value, I'd say."

"Five hundred thousand Giltz…"

He couldn't even imagine it. With ten Giltz, one could barely get by for a month, so it was an amount that couldn't be used up even with a considerably extravagant lifestyle.

"A painting's value isn't in its price."

He noticed that the owner of the weapon shop had interjected into their private conversation.

"The value of a painting is in its beauty, which envelops all who see it."

It was a powerful statement, uncharacteristic of a weapons dealer. Come to think of it, he still couldn't quite figure out this man's identity.

"By the way, old man, what were you to Sabatieri-san?"

It seemed Ritz was thinking the same thing, and he asked the shop owner in a low voice.

"I am Ante Elaria. I was the butler of Master Sabatieri's house."

"A butler…"

It finally made sense. He wasn't just a simple weapons dealer after all.

He had tried to find his missing master, Luvia Sabatieri, but couldn't. So he turned his hobby of collecting tools and weapons into a business and opened a shop. He would ask his fellow merchants about the whereabouts of anyone who seemed to fit the description, visit those places, and finally found Luvia Sabatieri in this town.

"Searching for my master who had disappeared, protecting the burned painting left behind in the mansion, how happy I was when I finally arrived in this town where my master was."

He had made a canvas of fire-resistant paper and gifted it to Luvia, who had stopped painting after the shock of his painting being burned.

In other words, the fire-resistant paper Anna and the others had received was what was left over after giving some to Luvia.

"So that's why you said Dill should have it."

Anna and Lira had also, at some point, joined their whispered conversation.

"The thing that was crushing me when Anna-chan saved me was this burned painting, and the ordinary canvas I had hoped he would take up his brush with again, but he wouldn't accept."

"Could it be that you were taking the items from this house and selling them?"

It was unlikely that there were multiple houses in the same town with connections to the royal family. If that was the case, it was highly probable that the spear Franz had received came from here.

Franz sensed a presence and looked to the side. At some point, Net and Hellebore had also joined their whispered conference.

The inspectors on the other side were still working diligently.

"That's right. I was on pins and needles watching your duel when the royal spear appeared."

"So that spear really is from the royal family. I thought so. Old man, that's Mithril Silver, isn't it?"

Ante nodded at Ritz's question. So it was Mithril Silver. He hadn't known.

"Yes, it was a gift to my master from His Majesty."

Perhaps because a question that had been bothering him was answered, Ritz let out a big sigh.

"It's a special metal that only the royal family has. I couldn't stop thinking about it."

So that meant the spear Franz was holding was incredibly valuable.

"Why did you sell something so important to someone like Siglet?"

"I didn't sell it. He took it without permission."

Hearing this, Franz quietly took out the spear he had attached to his waist and offered it to him. He couldn't accept something that had been stolen.

"That is yours."

"I can't accept it."

Such an expensive item. So Franz tried to push the spear on Ante again. But the spear was held back by another hand that reached out.

"Keep it."

"I can't be so irresponsible, it's too expen—!"

Franz was about to brush away the outstretched hand but hastily swallowed his words. The owner of that hand was Edward.

"Edward-san, since when…"

It seemed they had finished their conversation and had been listening to theirs.

"It is an apology for the trouble caused this time. You should gratefully accept it."

When Franz turned around, Matiora smiled and nodded.

"That spear has a gemstone that amplifies the power of fire. It should be just right for you, don't you think? My husband's painting was burned a few years after he received that spear, so I didn't want to keep a weapon with the power of fire in the house."

If that was the reason, he would accept it without reservation. Franz bowed deeply to Matiora and put the spear back on his waist. So that's why he was able to create such a huge fireball during the duel. It was unlikely he would find another weapon that suited him in the future.

"Now then, everyone, let's see the final work of Luvia Sabatieri."

At Edward's words, everyone nodded.

It took everyone working together an hour to finally break the seal of the cave in the back mountain. It took longer than expected to remove the solidly fortified stone wall.

"Alright, let's go in."

Franz, following behind Ritz who was leading the way with a lamp, was amazed at the size of the cave. The passage was not natural; it was paved with bricks. It was like being inside an old castle.

At the end of the straight path was a large, double wooden door. A sturdy lock was on it, denying entry.

"I'll open it now."

Matiora quietly unlocked it.

"Now, please."

Before the group that entered, a space too large to be a cave revealed itself.

On the wooden floor, there was an old, sturdy-looking chair, and on the desk, there were many paints and brushes.

It was as if the master of this room would appear at any moment.

"This is my husband's final work."

Matiora slowly opened the cloth that covered the entire wall of the large space.

"Wow… beautiful…"

"Amazing…"

Everyone present was at a loss for words at its size, overwhelming presence, and beauty. They felt as if they were being drawn into the worldview that the painting exuded.

A goddess watching over people with a gentle smile.

The Light Spirit King, cloaked in light, guiding people to the righteous path.

The Fire Spirit King, powerfully swinging his sword.

The Water Spirit King, granting healing with warm, clear eyes.

The Earth Spirit King, spreading his arms straight toward the sky.

The Wind Spirit King, weaving songs, unbound by anything.

…And the Darkness Spirit King, reaching out from the shadows….

There, it was, the entire world of myth that he loved most.

A world where people walked, as if guided by the Spirit Kings, spread out, overwhelming the viewers.

"The title is 'Enenoa,' they say."

That sight would surely be something they would never forget, as if it were burned into their eyes.

"Amazing. There's no other word for it."

Everyone, without exception, forgot the passage of time and simply stood there, transfixed.

It took the inspectors, who had hired art dealers from Faldina, almost a week to carefully dismantle and pack that huge canvas.

During that time, Anna had been going out with Lira and Dill all the time, coming back covered in mud. It seemed the three of them were enjoying climbing the cliffs in that back mountain. According to what he heard, Anna had asked Dill, who had climbed the wall, to teach her. Was she envious?

Franz, for some reason, was frequently visiting the old man at the weapon shop. He was probably looking for other hidden gems. He was also buying various things necessary for the journey, so their luggage was steadily being prepared.

"Hey, are you sure it's okay for you to be here?"

The only ones with nothing to do and bored were Ritz and Edward. The excellent inspectors were busy working, but with Edward around, they were frankly a hindrance.

Unable to leave Edward to his own devices, the two bored men spent their time idly, doing nothing in particular until the day of their departure. Edward had brazenly settled into Net's inn, so the inspectors had also made this inn their base. Thanks to that, Net had to book the inn exclusively for them and was busy preparing meals every day.

Hellebore was busy because his punishment had been decided. With the two influential figures of this town arrested, the de facto vacant authority of this town had been pushed onto him.

The original lord of this autonomous region had sided with the nobility during the civil war and had been destroyed. At that time, his two administrative assistants had cooperated to govern the Faldina Autonomous Region.

They were the Rusan and Siglet families. Though a generation had passed, these two families continued to play the same role as the autonomous lord.

Rusan managed the economy, and Siglet managed agriculture, and until now, it had been governed without any problems. But Edward had been watching Faldina carefully.

"On top of that, there's the Sabatieri legacy and your letter. There was no way I couldn't come flying."

"Hmm. And what's going to happen to Hellebore?"

"Oh, he'll eventually become the official autonomous lord."

"You know…"

Ritz tried to complain about Edward's casual remark, but he was silenced by the next words.

"Do you think Hellebore is incapable of the job?"

Ritz thought for a moment, then smiled.

"You're right. There's no one but Hellebore."

No matter what he said, Edward had thought about it and made a decision to protect the residents of this autonomous region.

But Hellebore didn't know that. He had come to Ritz secretly to complain, holding his head in his hands, saying that he had been thrown into a terrible situation by a single, outrageous word from King Edward of Yuresla.

He was nearing retirement, yet he had to work until he died. While complaining, he seemed to be planning to summon his wife from the Royal Capital.

At that time, Heath, who had just returned from the Royal Capital, also got caught in the crossfire. He was dragged around by Hellebore as a secretary and had to run all over the town. He might end up abandoning his unsuitable military career and spending his life as Hellebore's secretary.

Rusan and Siglet's assets were confiscated and were to be distributed by Hellebore for the benefit of this autonomous region. The garden of Rusan's house, which Anna and the others had praised as beautiful, was now open to the public and had become a park for relaxation. Hellebore's work was fast and reliable.

There was also a reason why the inspection team had arrived much earlier than planned. Ritz heard it directly from the busy Heath.

After parting with Ritz and the others, Heath had taken advantage of the small number of passengers and conveniently told the carriage driver that a crisis had occurred in the town and that he had to hurry to the Royal Capital on a secret mission to resolve it.

As a result, the inspired driver had driven the carriage to the Royal Capital in a much shorter time than planned. From there, he heard from Edward.

The letter with Ritz's ministerial seal had been delivered to the prime minister within an hour, and a few hours later, the inspection team had set off from the Royal Capital with Edward on fast horses.

But something still bothered him. Even if it was to capture Ritz, was there a need to move the army so quickly? He couldn't accept that. He still couldn't figure out what the two of them were thinking.

Ritz and the other, who had been doing nothing but playing cards in their free time, finally heard the inspector's words that the packing was finished a week later, putting an end to their idle time.

The day before their departure, while drinking, Ritz asked Edward.

"Ed, you're really taking me to the Royal Capital, aren't you?"

"Of course."

At Edward's unhesitating words, Ritz was conversely bewildered.

"Is it really okay for me to be there?"

"…What are you talking about?"

"Because I abandoned you and everyone else and ran away from Yuresla, didn't I? To come back now, isn't that too selfish?"

Ritz had left the country as a mercenary as soon as the civil war ended and peace was restored to this country. It wasn't that he disliked his companions. It was because his companions were important to him that he had run away from them. He was afraid that his companions would grow old and die while he alone did not age.

"I don't care if it's selfish or whatever. At the very least, I've been waiting all this time for you to come back."

Edward said in a slightly rough tone. Edward hadn't originally been raised as a crown prince. His foul mouth was similar to Ritz's.

"You were waiting for me…"

"Of course. What reason is there to hesitate? You're my one and only friend, aren't you?"

"…Yeah."

Ritz hung his head. It was still heavy on his mind. As he remained looking down, he was suddenly slapped on the back. The force of it almost made him fall forward.

"What was that for!"

When he looked up, Edward was grinning with the same unchanging smile as in the old days, holding out his fist to Ritz. The image of the old Edward overlapped with him. Ritz hesitantly bumped his own fist against Edward's.

He was at a loss for words at the nostalgia of the feeling of understanding each other without saying a word.

"Welcome back, Ritz."

"…Sorry. I'm back."

"Don't apologize. I have my own motives."

Edward smiled cheerfully. The reason Edward, at this age, wanted Ritz to come back….

"Could it be… about the succession?"

Edward didn't answer and brought the glass to his lips. But his silence was his answer.

"It's been a long time, hasn't it? It's been thirty-five years since you became king…"

At Ritz's deeply moved comment, Edward looked up.

"It might seem like a long time to you, but it's been long for me."

"…I see."

"Yes. …It's been a long thirty-five years."

"Yeah…"

The two silently reflected on the time that had passed. Ritz recalled the story of the Royal Capital he had heard from Heath before coming to this town. The king had grown quite old and might be abdicating the throne….

"What are you planning to make me do?"

At Ritz's question, Edward just smiled, raising the corner of his lips, but didn't answer. He just had a premonition that he was about to be involved in something terrible.

"Aww, I was planning to go to the Royal Capital secretly and have some fun…"

As Ritz looked up at the sky, Edward grinned.

"Didn't I tell you a long time ago? You and I are a pair of heroes. I'm not going to let you have all the fun."

"…Hmph."

He was happy and nostalgic at Edward's words, but he was also a little embarrassed, so Ritz turned away.

"Well then, everyone, thank you."

Peeking her head out of the carriage, Anna bid farewell to the people who had taken care of her. It had only been a two-week stay, but a lot had happened. It had been tough, and a little nerve-wracking, but she had made friends and had a good time.

Hellebore had also taken time out of his busy schedule to see them off. Of course, that was also to see off the king.

"Colonel… no, I guess you're the autonomous lord now. Good luck."

When Ritz called out from inside the carriage, Hellebore smiled wryly.

"I'll do my best. You do your best too."

"…I don't want to do my best, though…"

"Get a hold of yourself, Your Excellency, the Minister."

"Ah…"

Ritz hung his head, and Hellebore laughed. For some reason, Hellebore seemed to have gotten a little thinner in the past week. After all, he had suddenly gone from being the captain of the garrison to the autonomous lord. The work was completely different, and it seemed tough. Anna, who had popped her head out from beside Ritz, was offered a hand by Hellebore. Anna took his hand.

"You take care too."

"Yes."

Though she had caused him a lot of trouble, Hellebore had helped her without getting angry. On this journey, Anna had only met good people, and she felt truly happy.

"Thanks to all of you, I kept my head on my shoulders. I really appreciate it."

Heath, who had tagged along, shook the hands of Ritz, Anna, and Franz in turn, swinging them around.

"You, don't get lost on the road this time!"

"If you get lost on the road, make sure you look at the direction of the sun, okay?"

"You should calculate your money before you carry it."

After giving each of the three of them advice, Heath shyly put his hands behind his head and grinned sheepishly.

"I know!"

Franz also called out to Ante from the carriage.

"Ante-san. Thank you for everything."

"Oh, don't mention it. You take care too."

After everyone had said their goodbyes, Anna leaned out of the carriage window. Lira and Dill were standing a little way off, as if遠慮 from the adults.

"Lira, Dill."

When she called out to them, the two of them walked over. She reached out her hands as far as she could from inside the carriage and held their hands.

"I'm sure we'll meet again. Until then, take care."

To the verge-of-tears Lira, Anna smiled gently and said. Lira nodded several times at Anna's words. Lira knew that Sears, where Anna was going, was far away, so she probably felt like they wouldn't meet again.

Anna knew that it would be very difficult to meet again too.

"Anna… don't go…"

At last, Lira burst into tears, and Anna couldn't move.

"Don't cry, Lira."

"But… Sears is far away…"

Anna couldn't find the words to say either. She just held Lira's hand and watched her cry, but her throat was tight and the words wouldn't come out.

"It's okay, Lira."

Dill suddenly declared, puffing out his chest.

"I'll take you to Sears, Lira."

"Huh?"

"You, Dill?"

Anna and Lira both stared at Dill. Dill was rubbing his nose confidently.

"Yeah. Because my dad's painting is in Sears. I'll definitely go to the royal palace in Sears someday to see my dad's painting hanging there."

Dill looked at the carriage. A few more carriages were lined up behind theirs. Inside them, the huge painting of Luvia Sabatieri was carefully dismantled and packed. The burned painting was also carefully packed and loaded in the same way.

This painting was to be displayed in the palace's art gallery. Dill had received a pass from Edward so that he could come and see it whenever he wanted.

"Let's go together then! I'll definitely take you to Anna's place."

"…Okay."

Lira blushed and smiled shyly. In the past two weeks, the crybaby heart inside Dill had disappeared. He seemed to have grown up a little. And Lira seemed to be starting to think of Dill as reliable.

She was sure that Dill would never cry again after being beaten by bullies. She knew that for sure.

Anna put her hand on her chest. Had she been able to shine even a little warm light into Dill's heart? Looking at Lira and Dill, Anna smiled.

"Thank you, both of you. I had a lot of fun."

"I had fun too!"

Lira said, wiped her tears, and held out her hand to Anna.

"Anna, promise me, let's definitely meet again!"

Anna firmly squeezed Lira's outstretched hand. She shook their joined hands vigorously.

"Yeah. I promise!"

Anna stared at Lira intently. Lira stared back at Anna. It was a happy, warm feeling.

"Anna, it's about time to leave."

Ritz said gently and placed his hand on Anna's head.

"Okay!"

Anna nodded and slowly let go of Lira's hand. The driver's whip cracked, and the carriage slowly left the town of Faldina.

"Anna! See you again!"

"See you again, Lira!"

The carriage, having left the central plaza, started to move slowly, then lightly.

Anna leaned out, waving to the two of them. Lira and Dill were running after the carriage, calling Anna's name.

But from the window of the gradually speeding carriage, the two figures gradually disappeared from view. Eventually, the carriage began to run along the highway. The plaza where Ritz and Franz had their mock duel flowed away behind them.

The carriage eventually left the stone pavement, and the road turned to packed earth. That was where the town ended.

And so, the group left the eventful town of Faldina. Behind them, a line of carriages followed, quietly carrying Luvia's final work to the Royal Capital where he was born.

"Hey, Ritz, we'll meet again, right?"

As she watched the shrinking town of Faldina, Anna looked up at Ritz and asked. Ritz gave her a gentle, fatherly smile.

"Yeah, we'll meet again. So don't cry."

"Huh?"

Anna involuntarily touched her cheek. It was wet. It was then that she realized she was crying.

"Huh, what?"

She had always been a caretaker at the orphanage, and before she knew it, she had no friends to play with. The children at the orphanage always grew up and left before Anna. She hadn't thought it was lonely, but maybe Anna had wanted friends after all.

In her thirty years of life, she had met friends for the first time, and experienced her first farewell.

"…I'm not crying!"

Anna wiped her tears with both hands and smiled at Ritz and Franz.

"Because I have Ritz and Franz! And Ed-san too!"

Their carriage picked up speed and continued along the traveler's highway towards the Royal Capital.

The three of them had no way of knowing what awaited them in the Royal Capital.
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			Assault! Dinner on the Road 2 <1>

			Once again, the story of dinner on the road.

I haven't touched this much since I first wrote it, so the perspective might be all over the place, but I aimed for something delicious and funny. Please enjoy.
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			Charge! Dinner on the Road 2 <2>

			Inspector Kenny Fort’s Menu of Terror

Inspector Kenny Fort and his adjutant were frozen in the back of a wagon loaded with food supplies, silent as stone.

“What should we do?”

Kenny turned to his adjutant, who had asked the question timidly, without a word. He was aware that his own expression was stiff, but his adjutant’s complexion was also frighteningly pale.

All day long, as he led the way on horseback, Kenny had been in utter agony. As a result, their progress for the day had been severely delayed.

The one thing that troubled the squad leader of the inspectors—the most elite unit in the Yuresla Kingdom Army—the most… was having to cook a meal.

Kenny was feeling a pressure he had never experienced before. Becoming an inspector required clearing rigorous training and examinations, leaving no time to learn things like cooking.

In other words, including him, none of the inspectors in the squad dispatched for this mission knew how to cook. On top of this being their first time cooking, they had to prepare a meal for a large group. And it wasn’t just for the inspectors and drivers—the king, his minister, and their companions were there as well.

This situation was more difficult than the most dangerous of undercover investigations. If someone offered to switch places, he would rather infiltrate an enemy stronghold than cook this meal.

“Captain, wouldn’t it be better to be honest and tell His Majesty, ‘None of us can cook’?”

At his adjutant’s all-too-honest words, Kenny gave a small shake of his head. At this late hour, they could hardly say they couldn’t cook.

He had tried, several times, to find an opportunity to confess his inability to cook. He had tried, but Anna’s overwhelming enthusiasm had caused him to completely miss his chance to tell Ritz or Edward.

Outside the wagon, preparations for the day’s camp and the stove were already underway. The lively voices from outside reached the inside of the oddly silent wagon, but Kenny’s heart was ice-cold. Or rather, his heart was already a blizzard.

Eventually, Kenny himself broke the heavy silence and spoke.

“What do you think we should make?”

His adjutant, who had also been asked, had zero cooking experience. It wasn’t as if something would easily come to mind.

“…I haven’t the faintest idea, sir.”

In the end, after a moment of thought, that was all he could say. The answer was exactly what Kenny had expected, so he wasn’t particularly disappointed. All the inspectors were like this.

“I see…”

Silence fell between them once more. At this rate, they would get nowhere. But they had no particular solution. It was Ritz, popping up in the wagon, who broke their silence.

“Hey, the stove’s ready.”

“…Ritz-san…”

Seeing their utter bewilderment, and even exhaustion, Ritz took a startled step back.

“What’s with the long faces? You look like you’re at a funeral.”

As Kenny remained silent, unable to find the words, his adjutant spoke up.

“Your Excellency, we inspectors… cannot cook.”

“Huh? You can’t?”

The two exhausted men gave a small nod to a dumbfounded Ritz. Ritz’s expression slowly changed from exasperation to confusion.

“What do you mean you can’t? What’re you gonna do for dinner tonight?”

His piercing gaze felt like it was stabbing him, and Kenny looked down. Even if asked what to do, he had no idea what he *should* do. Eventually, with a look of resolve, Ritz let out a deep sigh before offering them some bright encouragement.

“It’ll be fine.”

“But we don’t even know what to make.”

Ritz, sympathizing with their anguish, also put on a troubled expression.

“Something easy to make that can feed a lot of people would be good, right?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s see… Something with rice or noodles. If you fudge it with that, you should be able to manage, right?”

“What do you mean?”

“Like risotto, or pilaf, or paella, or spaghetti with meat sauce?”

As they listened, their chests swelling with the hope that he might help, Ritz seemed to notice their expressions and his face changed as if he’d just realized something.

“Just think along those lines, okay? I’ve gotta go.”

Apparently, he’d only intended to offer suggestions and had no intention of helping whatsoever. As Ritz beat a hasty retreat, Kenny and his adjutant sighed.

“I feel like we at least have a direction now…”

Kenny nodded at his adjutant’s words and pulled a sack of rice from the food stores. The situation had certainly improved from moments ago when they didn’t even know what direction to think in. Most importantly, they now had an idea of what they should make.

“We have no choice but to try.”

With a heavy heart, Kenny met the grim gaze of his adjutant and nodded. If one were to describe their mood, it would be precisely ‘the state of mind of one heading to their death’.

When the two finally emerged from the wagon, they were met by the other inspectors. They, too, had no cooking experience.

“Captain, what can we do to help?”

“Anyone who has ever made a rice dish, step forward.”

At Kenny’s abrupt command, the inspectors fell silent. Among them, the youngest, the only married man who had recently become an inspector, timidly spoke up.

“I’ve never made it myself, but I’ve seen my wife make it. Her specialty is paella.”

All eyes gathered on that inspector. Kenny, with resolve, announced to everyone.

“Alright, let’s try making paella for dinner tonight.”

“Understood.”

However, not a single person, including the participants themselves, had any way of knowing that the choice of paella would lead to a nightmare.

“So, how do you prepare the rice?”

Kenny asked the married inspector. They were now standing by the stove. The others were merely watching them from a distance. The atmosphere was filled with such a strange tension that no one but the inspectors could approach.

“Well, I think she put it in a frying pan and sautéed it with olive oil.”

“I see. Let’s try that, then.”

Kenny poured the rice from the sack into a giant frying pan. He didn’t know that rice doubles in volume when cooked, so he had no idea about the quantity. He poured olive oil over it and placed it on the stove.

“Isn’t there too little oil for sautéing?”

“You’re right. Let’s add a bit more.”

Olive oil was poured into the frying pan with glugging sounds. Rather than sautéing, what was happening would normally be called deep-frying. As time passed, the rice began to pop and burst.

“It’s starting to pop! It’s going to overflow!”

“Captain, let’s move it to a pot!”

Working together, Kenny and his adjutant emptied the popping, rapidly expanding rice into a pot. At this point, it was less like rice and more like popcorn.

“Now what should we do?”

“Umm, I think she added soup.”

“Soup? Is water okay?”

“Probably…”

Normally, soup would mean broth, but the inspectors had no way of knowing that. They simply poured water into the pot of popcorn-like rice.

“I think there were shrimp and clams in it too…”

“We don’t have anything like that.”

“We don’t… How about meat and vegetables?”

Following the married inspector’s suggestion, all the inspectors pitched in to chop up meat and vegetables and toss them into the pot. The shapes were all over the place, some peeled, some not; the inside of the pot was a complete mystery stew. But they were beyond recognizing that fact.

“Then we have to add salt and pepper!”

“Salt and pepper, right? How much?”

“I don’t know.”

“Alright, let’s just put in a random amount.”

With no idea of portion sizes, they dumped in a heaping amount of salt and pepper. The idea of taste-testing never once crossed their minds. A strange concoction with its surface covered in a layer of green oil bubbled away in the pot… whether this could be called paella was highly questionable…

“That’s right, Captain! Paella is yellow!”

“Yellow? How are we supposed to make this yellow?”

“Something long and thin and red… that’s right, saffron! You put in saffron! We grow it at my house, so I’m sure of it!”

“Alright, find the saffron in the wagon!”

The inspectors ran to the supply wagon and found the saffron in a bag of herbs. Finding hidden things was a task they excelled at.

“Captain, we found it!”

“Good, put it in!”

A heaping handful of saffron, far more than what was needed for coloring, was tossed into the pot. The contents of the pot instantly turned a bright yellow.

“…Is this right?”

“…Who knows…”

Following the married man’s advice that paella didn’t have much liquid, they decided to simply leave what they believed to be paella on the fire and wait for all the water to evaporate.

Day Two: The Inspectors’ Menu

A gooey, yellow, liquid-like substance.

Containing disintegrated vegetables and separated olive oil.

Everyone hesitated for a moment before bringing the dish served on their plates to their mouths. The liquid-like substance, colored an unnaturally vibrant yellow, had vegetables and their peels floating in it like some kind of wreckage. To put its appearance in one word, it was truly a yellow vision of hell…

“Uh, Kenny, what is this?”

Edward, sitting next to Anna, asked while holding the plate he had received from an inspector, hesitant to take a bite. They had been so serious that even Anna thought it would be rude to ask, but anyone, not just Anna, couldn’t help but ask what this mysterious object (for there was no other word for it) on the plate was.

“It was… supposed to be paella…”

Even Kenny, the one who made it, couldn’t help but stammer at its strangeness. Everyone understood that it was a mysterious dish far removed from paella.

Anna, the one who had suggested taking turns cooking, belatedly realized her mistake, but it was too late for regrets. On her journey with just Ritz and Franz, all three of them could cook, so she had completely forgotten that not everyone could. But since she was the one who suggested it, she had no choice but to be the first to take a bite.

“…Thank you for the food.”

Steeling herself, Anna brought the spoonful of yellow liquid to her mouth. Everyone watched the scene with bated breath. Feeling their gazes on her entire body, she placed the contents of the spoon on her tongue in one go.

“!”

In that moment, Anna’s mind went completely blank.

“Are you okay?”

Edward’s concerned voice didn’t even register in her ears; she was that confused. An incredible taste she had never experienced before was rampaging in her mouth. This flavor, which she had never encountered in her thirty years of life, didn’t feel like food, in Anna’s opinion.

First, the saltiness. It was just… incredible. Attacking at the same time was the spiciness of the pepper. Just how much pepper had they put in? And next to hit her nose was the strong taste of saffron… incredibly medicinal. So much so that everything was dyed in the scent of saffron.

After finally swallowing that flavor, what remained in her mouth was the gritty and gooey texture of undissolved rice and vegetables…

“Anna, are you crying?”

Franz asked timidly. Tears welled in Anna’s eyes from the sheer awfulness. She signaled with her hand for him to wait a moment. On the verge of throwing up, but having been taught never to waste food, Anna desperately swallowed the yellow liquid and opened her mouth.

“It’s salty and spicy… but the base is medicinal…”

When she opened her mouth, the aroma rose to her nose, and holding back the nausea brought tears to her eyes. She wordlessly urged Franz and Edward to try it quickly. She couldn’t describe this indescribably complex and unprecedentedly intense flavor herself.

As she stared at the two still-hesitant men, Franz and Edward resigned themselves and brought the yellow liquid to their mouths.

“Ugh…”

“Oh…”

The two of them let out the most tormented groans imaginable at the same time. *It really is an incredible flavor, isn’t it,* Anna thought to herself in agreement. Edward desperately swallowed it down, then chugged wine straight from the bottle next to him, while Franz, seeking water, ran to the water container by the stove.

Seeing this extraordinary scene, the drivers grew curious about just how terrible it was, and foolishly took a mouthful of the yellow liquid.

In the next moment, the clearing became a storm of shrieks and chaos. Some crawling for water, some collapsing face-first, some on all fours trying to spit it out… a true vision of hell.

People groaning as they collapsed one after another, a line forming for water… This was not the scene of a meal.

Once the commotion had subsided, the people sitting around in a daze suddenly realized someone was missing. Ritz.

Ritz, who loved food so much, had never once been absent at mealtime. It was then that a wonderful aroma drifted to their half-dazed noses. It was coming from the direction of the Traveler's Highway they had just come from.

The group, hungry but faced with an inedible meal, began to walk in a line, as if drawn toward the source of the scent. A section of the Traveler's Highway, which should have been pitch black, was strangely bright.

As they drew closer, they could see the back of a tall man sitting comfortably in front of a stove he had built, cooking something. There was no doubt; it was Ritz, the one who had been missing from the camp.

“Ritz, what are you doing?”

When Anna called out, Ritz turned around, laughing.

“Whoops. You found me.”

Inside the rather large stove in front of him, Sara was dozing comfortably. Sara’s belly was full. That meant Ritz had been here by himself for quite some time.

“Hey! No fair!”

Hanging over Ritz’s stove was a large pot full of meat sauce.

“Well, the inspectors said they’d never cooked before, so I figured I’d at least make my own dinner.”

That was it. When Ritz had encountered Kenny in the supply wagon, he had calculated that the chances of them making something delicious were less than one in ten thousand, and so had secured his own food by cooking it himself.

The meat sauce, made with leftover lamb from yesterday, tomatoes, onions, carrots, garlic, olive oil, and basil, fiercely stimulated the stomachs of the hungry party.

“Ritz, we’re friends, right? Right?”

“What’s with you, Ed? That’s creepy.”

Despite Ritz’s disgusted look, Edward eagerly sat down next to him.

“We’re companions, aren’t we, Ritz?”

Anna said as she, too, sat down next to Ritz. Franz silently sat down as well. The rest of the group watched them, clutching their rumbling stomachs.

Eventually, Ritz let out a snort of laughter. Gradually, his laughter grew louder. Soon, he was clutching his stomach and roaring with laughter.

“What’s so funny, Ritz?”

Franz muttered irritably. Unable to stop laughing, Ritz pointed at the pot.

“You should’ve realized just by looking at this amount. How many servings do you think I made?”

Come to think of it, the large pot on the stove was far too much for Ritz to eat alone.

“This is for everyone.”

Ritz had thought it would be bad if the inspectors found out he was cooking this, so he had prepared it in a separate location. If, by some miracle, the inspectors’ food had been delicious, he could have just saved this for the next day’s dinner. And if it was inedible, he would bring this over. That had been his reasoning.

“Sorry about that, Kenny.”

When Ritz, finally done laughing, apologized to Kenny, Kenny replied with an obviously annoyed expression.

“Then you should have just cooked for us from the start. If you couldn’t trust us, then please say so from the beginning, Your Excellency, the Minister!”

A murmur went through the drivers. It was the first they had heard of Ritz being a minister. Ritz purposefully did not deny it. Pouring oil on an angry Kenny was not a wise move.

He had done his best, in his own way. It was Ritz’s fault for not trusting him, if one were to assign blame. Kenny and the inspectors were probably displeased.

It wasn't that he hadn't considered that, but for Ritz, who truly loses all motivation when he's hungry, it had been an unavoidable choice.

“My bad. Please, eat this as my apology. Okay?”

Kenny remained standing like a statue, his expression unchanged, as Ritz put his hands together and apologized. The other inspectors, however, visibly relaxed their shoulders in relief. They could finally have dinner.

“Kenny, won’t you forgive me?”

It wasn’t Kenny who answered the still-apologizing Ritz, but the rumbling of Kenny’s own stomach. At the loud noise, Kenny’s shoulders slumped.

There was no point in being angry. He felt betrayed, but thinking about it calmly, Ritz had anticipated the worst-case scenario (the yellow gooey liquid) and presented them with a solution (the meat sauce). There was no point in being angry. As Ritz said, they should eat first and think later.

“Understood. For now, let’s eat.”

Day Two: Ritz’s Menu: Lamb Bolognese

After the meal was cleaned up, two inspectors—squad leader Kenny Fort and his adjutant—stood watch while the others slept.

The meat sauce had certainly been delicious. Ritz, who loved to eat, was skilled at simple, unpretentious home cooking. Conversely, he said he didn’t know much about fancy dishes.

The more delicious Ritz’s cooking was, the more miserable Kenny felt. It seemed that in life, work alone wasn’t always enough to get by.

Afterward, Ritz had soothed the intimidated drivers, saying things like, ‘I’m not a minister, so let’s just get along,’ and managed to get them to treat him as they always had. In this area, too, Kenny was no match for Ritz.

He was in a different league… Kenny couldn’t help but feel it. He was indeed a man befitting a minister. Above all, he was skilled at earning people’s trust.

Even if he couldn’t match Ritz, he resolved to catch up to him in at least one thing.

“I’ve made my decision.”

Kenny muttered under his breath.

“What is it, Captain?”

“When I return to the Royal Capital, I will learn to cook…”

“…Is that so.”

His adjutant, who had no way of knowing the depth of Kenny’s resolve, nodded with a complicated expression.

Ritz’s Party + The King’s Menu

Tonight, it was the three of them—Ritz, Anna, and Franz—who were on cooking duty.

Uncharacteristically, Ritz dismounted from the carriage that day, borrowed a horse from one of the inspectors, and rode at the head of the convoy. Apparently, he wanted to search for something to use in tonight’s dinner. Anna and Franz had no idea, but perhaps he had a good idea.

Besides, those two had a lot to think about and were having a hard time themselves.

This morning, as they were leaving the campsite, Ritz had given them this challenge.

“How about the three of us try to put together a simple full-course meal?”

“A course?”

When Franz asked back, full of suspicion, Ritz paid his feelings no mind and continued cheerfully.

“Yeah, a course. A simple one, so a main, a side dish, and a soup should be fine, don’t you think?”

It was gradually becoming clear. Ritz was apparently trying to have the three of them each make one dish to complete a course meal.

“That sounds fun! I’m in, I’m in!”

Contrary to Anna, who was immediately enthusiastic, Franz saw no appeal in it. He was finally able to relax, but this was no different from their journey so far.

“What’s wrong, Franz? You don’t want to?”

“…Not really.”

It was pointless to object. Once Ritz and Anna had decided to do something, Franz had no way to resist. As Franz sighed and looked up at Ritz, Anna spoke to him cheerfully.

“What should I make? This is exciting, isn’t it, Franz!”

“…So who’s in charge of what?”

Pretending not to hear Anna, Franz moved the conversation forward. It would be easier later if he decided on a dish as soon as possible.

“If you have any requests, let me know.”

Apparently, Ritz hadn’t decided on anything beyond that, as he asked the two of them in return. Even if asked so suddenly, Franz couldn’t think of anything. But Anna, it seemed, had.

“Yes! I’ll make a salad!”

Ritz and Franz couldn’t help but stare at Anna, who had answered without a moment’s hesitation.

A salad was uncharacteristic of Anna so far. The Anna they knew was the type to spend a lot of time making something incredible.

“A salad?”

As expected, Ritz was surprised and asked again.

“Yep! You see, Lira’s father taught me just the dressing for the flower salad.”

That was right. She had learned how to make the flower salad from Lira’s father, Net. Come to think of it, he recalled her saying that since the flowers wouldn’t be available until next year, she had only learned the dressing.

So, Anna making a salad meant she wanted to test out the dressing.

“That means Anna’s on side dishes. What’s left is the soup and the main…”

“I want the soup.”

Franz cut in as Ritz was speaking. Soup was definitely easier than the main dish. Perhaps finding it too much trouble to deal with a sulky Franz who wasn’t keen on the idea to begin with, Ritz declared with a bold smile.

“Alright, then I’ll take the main.”

Watching the three of them with a somewhat envious expression was Edward.

On the first day, the driver cooked; on the second, the inspectors; on the third, them… At this rate, he might just be eating forever. He was getting a little tired of always waiting silently for the meal preparations to be finished.

The creature called boredom was beginning to rear its head within him.

Edward hadn’t grown up in the royal palace. His adoptive mother’s family wasn’t that wealthy, and as a child, he and his foster brother, Shasta, were often made to help out with various chores. As a result, despite being a king, he was capable of doing a certain amount of housework, even if he couldn’t say he was good at it.

Furthermore, the man who had taught him swordsmanship, Gerald, loved survival-type activities and would often take Ritz out on camping trips where they would procure their ingredients locally. For a man like him to just sit around chewing on his boredom without joining in the cooking was, upon reflection, unbearable.

“Won’t you let me join you?”

“Huh?”

The three of them were at a loss for words at Edward’s sudden suggestion.

“We can’t have the king preparing meals, can we?”

Though he said it with an exasperated face, Edward pressed on.

“Why not? Are you saying a king can’t prepare a meal because he’s the king?”

“Why, you ask…”

“There is no such law.”

As Ritz stood speechless with a strained expression, Anna and Franz were also bewildered.

In reality, there was no law stating that a king could not prepare a meal. That was because, it was simply assumed a king would have no need to do such a thing. If there was a need, there was absolutely no problem with him cooking.

As Ritz scratched his head, struggling to come up with an answer, Edward met his gaze and smiled softly.

“Ritz… come to think of it, you used to frequent Marie’s shop a lot back in the day, didn’t you…”

At Edward’s sudden words, Ritz flinched for an instant. It seemed Ritz still didn’t want Anna and Franz to know about his past womanizing ways.

“…What about it?”

Ritz looked at Edward with his guard fully up. But Edward simply met his gaze with a smile.

“Shall I talk about Cynthia from that shop, right here?”

Ritz shot a panicked glance at Anna and Franz, then forced an unnaturally wide smile at Edward.

“Alright, let’s make dinner together, shall we?”

Unable to keep up with Ritz’s sudden change of heart as he cheerfully clapped Edward on the shoulder, Anna looked back and forth between the two.

“Huh? What’s going on? Who’s Cynthia?”

“Ah, she was a, uh… a pet parrot at the shop.”

As he made his flimsy excuse, Ritz plastered on the best fake smile he could manage.

“Did you do something to Cynthia-chan?”

As Ritz flinched and took a step back, Edward noticed and couldn’t help but let a mischievous smile appear. Ritz shot a light glare in his direction. This was just too funny. He *had* done something, of course, but there was no way he could say such a thing in front of his wards.

“It’s nothing, really. Yeah. Right, Ed?”

“…Pretty much.”

As Ritz tried to smooth things over, Edward replied with a light, suggestive laugh. Conveniently for Ritz, the order to move out was given. With a look of relief, Ritz urged Anna to return to the carriage.

“Come on, we’re leaving, leaving. We’ll be left behind.”

“Okay~”

Watching Anna casually return to her carriage, Ritz let out a huge sigh and turned back.

“You just wait.”

Casually brushing off Ritz’s resentful words, Edward coolly changed the subject on his own.

“Don’t you feel like eating Gerald’s cooking after all this time?”

“Hey, don’t change the subject!”

“Don’t you think it’s a good idea? It’s for a large group, it’s hearty, and it doesn’t take much effort.”

Ritz sighed, then scratched his head vigorously again. It was a habit of Ritz’s from long ago, when he gave up, realizing there was no other choice.

“The old man’s cooking, huh? Might be good.”

“See?”

Ritz nodded and silently walked over to the inspectors. It seemed he intended to borrow a horse. Edward, satisfied that he could join in the cooking, was about to walk away when he finally noticed that Franz was still standing behind him.

“Aren’t you getting in the carriage?”

But there was no reply. Instead, a question came back.

“Marie’s shop… what kind of shop is it?”

“…”

Edward smiled, looking troubled. It wouldn’t be fair to talk about Ritz when he wasn’t here.

“A tavern.”

In truth, it was a famous, long-standing brothel that had been in the capital for over forty years. Cynthia was a high-class prostitute at the time Ritz was in the capital, and she had been Ritz’s favorite back then. But Marie’s shop had another face. During the civil war, it was a hideout for the revolutionary army. Ritz had lived there for several months.

It wasn’t just because Ritz wasn’t there; Edward somehow felt hesitant to say that to this serious-looking companion of Ritz’s. And so, the situation had led to this.

Upon arriving at that day’s campsite, the convoy began the familiar work of the past two days: building stoves and setting up their accommodations for the night.

“Alright, time to make the dressing!”

Anna energetically began preparations for the day’s salad. Franz silently started peeling potatoes. For him, potatoes were the perfect ingredient—they were filling and easy to handle.

Among them, there were two people acting unusually. Of course, it was Ritz and Edward.

“Is about a meter deep enough?”

Ritz, holding a large shovel, asked Edward.

“Should be fine.”

The two of them were digging a hole in the middle of the clearing. When they started digging, the inspectors rushed over in a flurry, saying things like, ‘For such manual labor, the King and Minister shouldn’t dirty their own hands; we will…’, causing a bit of a stir, but Edward forcefully continued digging the hole. Ritz did the same.

Was this what they called the privilege of power? But on second thought, they really should have used their privilege to make the inspectors and drivers dig the hole, but that would be no fun. Edward was originally from a farming family, and Ritz had helped out with that for several years, so this was nothing to them.

Once the hole was dug, Ritz unloaded the baggage tied to his horse. Inside were a large number of mushrooms and some big, sturdy-looking leaves.

While peeling potatoes and listening closely, their cheerful conversation reached his ears.

“You found some good mushrooms, didn’t you?”

Ignoring Edward, who was picking them up and examining them, Ritz took out a jar of butter and some smoked salmon he had brought from the food stores.

“You help out too.”

“Yeah, I’ll help.”

Then the two of them sat down and silently began some kind of detailed work.

Meanwhile, Franz was carefully mashing the boiled potatoes. He added butter and cheese and kneaded it well. For seasoning, a little salt, pepper, and herbs. To the well-mixed concoction, he added hot water to thin it out.

He would have liked to add a soup made with beef and vegetables, but if he did that, the sun would rise. Instead, he chopped dried meat with a knife until it was powdered and tossed it into the pot. As the pot warmed and steam began to rise, the faint aroma of cheese drifted through the air. He was trying to make a warm vichyssoise.

“Franz, how’s it going?”

Anna, apparently with time on her hands, came over. It seemed she had already finished preparing the dressing.

“I’m boooored.”

According to Anna, who was talking next to him, the secret to that dressing was letting it sit for several hours to become delicious. So, having finished her preparations, she had nothing to do. Since it was getting cold, she had decided on a warm vegetable salad for the day. If she boiled them too early, they would get cold, so she wanted to time it with everyone else’s progress.

“I’m almost done.”

Anna nodded at Franz’s words and looked over at Ritz and Edward. This time, they were throwing a large number of stones they had heated in the stove into the hole they had dug earlier. Franz had no idea what they were making.

“I wonder what Ritz and the others are making~”

Anna, also unable to guess, sat down, rested her chin on her hand, and murmured that. Franz also turned his eyes in that direction.

Having finished throwing in the stones, the two of them were now tossing in something wrapped in leaves, and finally, they threw in some fresh leaves that were apparently nearby and covered it all with dirt.

“…I wonder what it is.”

There was no way Franz could guess what kind of dish was made like this.

“Alright, now we just have to wait twenty minutes.”

At Ritz’s voice, Anna and Franz looked at each other. Apparently, that was it.

“I wonder what it’ll be. I’m so excited~”

Anna, in high spirits, left Franz’s side with a light step to go boil the vegetables.

Franz, who was left behind, stirred the pot to prevent it from burning while trying to imagine the unimaginable dish Ritz and Edward were making.

Day Three: Ritz’s Party + The King’s Menu

Warm Vegetable Special Salad (Anna)

Vichyssoise (Franz)

Mushroom and Salmon Steamed in Butter (Ritz 
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			Episode 4 begins! It's planned to be 13 parts long.

This time, the serious elements are quite strong. But the cast is the same as always.
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			“Still, it’s pretty boring, isn’t it? Traveling by carriage.”

Ritz Alster muttered, his nearly two-meter-tall frame sprawled carelessly across the seat of the not-so-spacious carriage.

For the past few days, a calm time had been flowing by gently, with no occasion for his prized greatsword to make an appearance.

He didn’t dislike lazing around, but boredom was another matter entirely. He wasn’t good at killing time without a purpose.

As he let out yet another sigh, a section of his long back hair, which had been pulled taut, suddenly felt light. Anna Myers, who had been amusing herself by making it into a small braid, must have finally finished her work and let go. Anna, looking bored herself, agreed with Ritz’s opinion.

“Yeah, once you get used to it, it’s a little boring, isn’t it~”

Anna, who plopped down next to Ritz, had her long red hair intricately braided in a strange way out of boredom. When he had asked her earlier, ‘What kind of hairstyle is that?’, she had said it was a four-strand braid.

Like Ritz’s greatsword, her spirit magic mediums, her bow and arrows, had been out of action for quite some time and hung idly on the carriage wall.

When he casually glanced over, his eyes fell on the sullen face of Franz Lucina, who had initially been happy to be taking it easy. Franz, who had been staring out the window with unfocused blue eyes, his chin resting on his hand, noticed his gaze, turned, and sighed.

“…It certainly is boring.”

His blond hair was slightly mussed. Having grown tired of examining the spear he had acquired in the previous town, there was nothing for him to do but doze off. As such, he had spent most of the day sleeping, leaving no time for his bedhead to settle.

Early November, Year 1572 of the Yuresla Kingdom Calendar. Outside the carriage, a cold wind was already blowing. Five days had passed since they left Faldina. The three of them, who had been traveling on foot all this time, were growing tired of the elegant carriage journey.

The carriage they were riding in was at the very front of a long train of carriages, heading toward the Royal Capital at a leisurely pace.

Naturally, it was not the kind of public carriage that would make your back hurt after a long ride. It was a relatively large, four-person carriage with seats comparable to cloth-upholstered sofas, lavishly appointed.

The two horses pulling it were purebred Glein horses, with thick legs and sturdy bodies. Glein horses were the finest in the kingdom. Although the carriage’s exterior was plain, the interior, perhaps for the sake of its occupants, was luxuriously spacious, more so than it appeared from the outside.

While the comfort was certainly not bad, it was just so slow. Excruciatingly slow. But Ritz and the others had more than enough reason not to complain. After all, this carriage was transporting the valuable artworks of the late royal court painter, which had been taken into royal custody due to a commotion they had been at the center of.

There was no way Ritz, of all people, could tell them to hurry up knowing that. He would probably just sigh, pull off to the side of the road, and let other carriages pass.

The inspectors surrounded the convoy, protecting the cargo, so they couldn’t let their guard down, but Ritz and his companions, who were just being rocked along in the carriage, truly had nothing to do. It was relaxing, but boring.

After all, the only things they could do on this carriage journey were eat, be rocked, and sleep.

“Now, now. The slowness can’t be helped.”

While placating the three, the one who stifled a yawn, looking equally bored, was the current king of Yuresla, Edward Baldia. Though he was over sixty, he looked young enough to be in his fifties, and his personality was even younger.

His long, blond hair, streaked with a bit of gray, had been tightly braided into a four-strand braid by Anna. It seemed she had experimented on Edward before braiding her own hair.

The Edward of the past would have politely refused with a gentle smile, but he had remained smiling and let her do as she pleased without resistance.

Was it because he had gotten older, or did he just not feel like saying anything to Anna’s innocence? Ritz, though his best friend, couldn’t quite tell after not having seen him for thirty-five long years.

In the first place, was it even okay for the king to be here? According to Edward, he’d done it several times before, but Ritz, who had never sat on a throne, wondered if it was really that easy to leave it empty.

The king could be off doing as he pleased, and things would somehow work out. This country truly was peaceful.

No, it *had become* peaceful. The presence of the king is vital in times of ruin, but becomes lighter in times of happiness—those were the words of the man before him, Edward, in his youth.

His prime minister, Shasta, was probably swamped. Even if the king was away, things could manage, but if the prime minister in charge of practical affairs was absent, things would fall apart. The extremely meticulous and serious Shasta was no doubt running around like a headless chicken right now.

When he had abandoned his position as minister and fled, he had left without a word, so he probably still hadn’t forgiven him.

“Ed-sa~n, I’m bored~”

Finally unable to bear the boredom, Anna sidled up to Edward.

“Aren’t we going to get somewhere soon~?”

“Even if you ask me, I’m not the driver, you know.”

“You’re right~”

Anna’s shoulders slumped in disappointment.

“I’m so booored, Sara-chan~”

Anna began to mutter to the swaying lamp. Inside the brightly burning lamp was Sara, the Salamander. To Ritz, it looked like nothing more than a flame, but he could hear the strange squeaking sounds of their conversation. For Ritz, who had something of a complex about not being able to see spirits, this made him a little happy, but that was a secret he kept to himself.

“Alright, Sara-chan, let’s learn some words! Try saying Anna. A-n-na, go!”

“An-kii~”

Lately, Anna had been trying to teach Sara words and get her to say ‘Anna,’ but she had yet to succeed even once.

“She sure tries hard.”

When he muttered softly, Franz nodded with a sigh.

“She certainly does.”

Oblivious to the fact that they were exasperated, after trying over and over with all her might, Anna let out a sigh as if giving up.

“Aww, I lose again today.”

It seemed she had her own rule where it was her loss if the lesson failed. But Ritz couldn’t quite grasp the fun in it.

With nothing to do once more, Anna stared blankly into the air. For Anna, who was originally a farmer used to constant physical activity and a caretaker at an orphanage, sitting still was torture.

“Why don’t you just sleep?”

Franz, who had said it casually, fell silent as Anna stared back at him. For Franz, who was bored of doing just that, it held no persuasive power whatsoever.

As everyone stared blankly off into the distance, Anna, after gazing at the carriage ceiling for a while, suddenly turned around and made a proposal.

“Ritz! Want to play shiritori?”

“No.”

He answered instantly and without mercy. No matter how bored he was, he didn’t want to indulge in such a children’s game at the age of one hundred and fifty.

“Why not~? You’re bored, right?”

“I’m bored, but…”

“Then let’s play!”

“…But still…”

Unable to find a good excuse to escape, he sighed.

“Come on, let’s play, let’s play~”

Urged on by Anna, who had settled in beside him, he reluctantly nudged Franz in the side. As Franz jumped and his eyes widened, he gave a small notice.

“Alright, then you’re joining too, Franz.”

“Why me…?”

“Just because.”

He wasn’t about to babysit Anna all by himself. Misery loves company, as they say. As Franz was about to complain, Anna cut him off decisively.

“You said you were bored too, Franz.”

“Ugh…”

Franz faltered. Like Ritz, he couldn’t seem to find an excuse. After a long moment of silent contemplation, Franz sat up straight as if in resignation.

He breathed an inward sigh of relief. The more victims, the better. Especially in a situation like this.

“Ed-san?”

Edward, met with Anna’s beaming smile, gave a momentarily strained smile, but then shrugged his shoulders with a small chuckle. He, like Ritz and Franz, had no means of escape.

“Then I shall join you.”

Edward’s reluctance was evident, but perhaps for Anna’s sake, his faint smile was masterfully done. It seemed he was being considerate of Anna and Franz, who were, for all intents and purposes, Ritz’s companions.

Even so, though he hadn’t noticed it until now, Anna was invincible. To so easily draw Edward into a game of shiritori was no small feat.

Oblivious to Ritz’s thoughts, the game of shiritori began with Anna’s cheerful declaration.

“Okay, I’ll start! Ummm, Vishnu.”

Having said that, Anna turned toward him.

“Me?”

“Yep!”

It seemed the turn order was already decided in Anna’s head.

“Nu, nu, *nurigusuri* (ointment), ri.”

As soon as he finished, he looked at Edward, who was sitting opposite him. According to Anna’s order, this should be the correct rotation.

“Will *ringo* (apple) do?”

Edward answered immediately, then looked at Franz to his left. After letting out a thoroughly annoyed sigh, Franz answered.

“…*Gomi* (trash)…”

With that, one round was finally complete. Anna, having found a way to kill time, looked happy, but Ritz sighed. He wondered why on earth he was playing a children’s game, but well, he was bored, so things like this were bound to happen. There are times when adults must learn to accept their fate.

“*Michishirube* (signpost), be!”

“*Benchi* (bench), tto.”

“…*Chinjou* (petition)…”

“*Usagi* (rabbit).”

“Umm, gi, *gitto*…”

Despite their complaints, the game of shiritori continued endlessly. In truth, they were all too competitive to lose on purpose. In reality, they all desperately wanted someone to end it, which was the real problem.

The eyes of the three men, excluding Anna, met in a complex dance in mid-air, carrying on a silent conversation.

If put into words, it would probably sound like: ‘You lose, Franz.’ ‘Ritz, you should lose.’ ‘Then Ed, you lose.’ ‘Don’t be ridiculous. As the guardian here, it’s only right for you to lose.’

Just as everyone was getting thoroughly fed up with their stubborn standoff, the sound of a horse neighing came from ahead, and the carriage shook violently.

Unable to withstand the sudden movement, Anna tumbled from the sofa.

“What?”

Before he could answer Anna’s question, he had reflexively grabbed his greatsword and jumped from the carriage. The one who followed his action was none other than Edward.

No matter how peaceful the world was, there were always thieves and robbers. This carriage was clearly transporting expensive goods, so it wouldn’t be strange if it were targeted at any time. That’s what the inspectors were for.

“What is it!”

When he yelled at the driver, the driver pointed at something, speechless. There was a man holding a dagger with a blade curved like a bow. The man was staring at them with sharp eyes.

“Bandits?”

He asked Edward behind him in a low voice.

“Who knows… Ritz, go ask.”

“No way. You go ask, Ed.”

“I refuse.”

During their brief exchange, the man took out a small whistle and blew it. The horses pulling the carriages all began to panic at once. It was a whistle only horses could hear. At the same time, a large number of men jumped out from the forest on both sides of the road.

“Leave all the treasure you’re holding so dear and all your money! We won’t take your lives!”

The leader seemed to be the man who had been at the front, ambushing them. At his voice, the men who had appeared after him raised their various weapons haphazardly.

“He says. What do you wanna do, Ed?”

Contrary to his words, Ritz, holding his sword, looked back at Edward. Edward also drew his sword and grinned at Ritz.

“To be honest, I was getting out of shape.”

That settled it. As he readied his greatsword, he saw Anna jump out of the carriage from the corner of his eye. After confirming that Franz was there too, he gave them their orders.

“Anna, use the Wind Bow and Arrow! Protect the cargo!”

“Got it!”

“Franz, don’t burn the cargo.”

He warned Franz, who had extended his spear and was forming a flame in his hand.

“I know.”

Anna nocked a crystal arrow to her bow and aimed it toward the sky with a prayer.

“O Spirit of Wind, become a shield that protects all!”

With a satisfying *thwip*, the arrow was released, and an invisible wall of protection was created. It was a given that this wall would only last for a moment. Just showing the enemy that there was a spirit user among them had strategic meaning.

Sensing their will to fight, the bandits were somewhat surprised but came forward nonetheless. It was probably the first time they had attempted a robbery and been met with such perfect battle readiness. After all, this was supposed to be the safest road in the kingdom.

By the time the enemy had composed themselves, the Royal Army Inspectorate had already dismounted from their horses and drawn their swords to protect the other carriages.

He had no intention of losing, but if he let his guard down, the two novices would be in danger. The enemy wouldn’t necessarily go easy on them just because they were children. In any case, it was best to settle this quickly.

The convoy, which had shifted from a leisurely pace to a tense atmosphere in an instant, was swiftly engulfed in a vortex of chaos.

“Might be good exercise to kill some time.”

Edward laughed at Ritz’s bold words.

“Exactly. Far better than shiritori.”

It seemed he had been thoroughly fed up with shiritori after all.

“Anna, if anyone gets injured, tend to them. Franz, you protect Anna. Don’t push yourselves to fight.”

“Got it.”

Hearing their short replies, Ritz broke into a run. His target, of course, was the enemy leader. A group crumbles when you take out the head. It was a fundamental tactic. Looking over, he saw several men around the leader.

“Leave the leader to me. You take care of the small fry, Ritz.”

Edward, running behind him, made a selfish demand. He replied reflexively.

“No damn way! Don’t overdo it, old man!”

“Not at all! I’m far younger than you!”

Shouting at each other, the two of them leaped in front of several enemies.

“Your Maj—Edward-sama, please don’t be reckless!”

By the time Kenny Fort noticed and yelled, both of them had already charged into the enemy.

Somehow, it felt incredibly nostalgic. In the past, they had always been together on the battlefield. Even though there had been a long separation, it was as if that time had never existed.

“Ritz, why is your sword still in its scabbard!”

Edward yelled after knocking aside the first man.

“Anna gets noisy if I kill anyone!”

He forcefully thrust his sword sideways at his opponent. The man flew sideways with great force and stopped moving. He must have broken a few bones. Even if he didn’t cut his opponents, with Ritz’s strength, they wouldn’t get away unscathed.

“First one!”

He immediately thrust his sword at an enemy coming up from behind. The man, taking the blow to his stomach, coughed violently and spat up blood. It seemed a rib had broken. He groaned in pain and rolled on the ground.

“Isn’t this worse than killing them?”

Edward, having cut down his second man, chuckled as he crossed blades with a third and called out to Ritz.

“No way, he’s not dead! Hah!”

After knocking aside the sword thrust before him, Ritz kicked the flustered man and sent him tumbling.

“Next one who comes will end up like them.”

At Ritz’s words, the man sat down as if his legs had given out.

A strange sense of unease welled up from the pit of his stomach at the man’s behavior. This bandit’s attitude was strange for someone targeting a cargo protected by soldiers.

Could there be some other motive?

Meanwhile, Anna, who had been left behind, stood frozen with Franz next to her, unable to do anything.

Anna was seeing a real battle for the first time. All she had seen until now was the fight between the slightly dim-witted Scott brothers and Ritz, and the mock duel between Franz and Ritz.

She was frozen, unable to do anything in the face of the gruesome sight of actual bloodshed.

“…It’s scary, isn’t it.”

She murmured, but her words didn’t seem to reach Franz’s ears. Franz just stared wide-eyed at their surroundings. He didn’t look scared, but rather shocked.

In truth, Anna was in the same state of mind as Franz. Her worldview was changing before her eyes. She felt fear and revulsion at the flowing blood, and it made her sick.

Of course, she was a girl from a church. She was used to seeing dead bodies. The church handled funerals, and preparing the deceased was the job of the family or Anna herself.

But this was different. People were taking other people’s lives on the spot. There was a merciless reality to it.

Until now, Anna might not have understood what it meant to travel. Seeing this battle, she realized for the first time that traveling meant there was a danger that they too could face this kind of situation.

She had felt that she could travel without encountering such dangers. That’s why she had slept soundly in the forest at night and played without carrying a weapon.

If a group of bandits had attacked while the three of them were traveling, what would they have done? Would she have insisted that Ritz not kill, and ended up in a dangerous situation?

Thinking that, she suddenly remembered Ritz.

“I wonder how Ritz is doing?”

When she looked toward where Ritz and Edward had gone, she saw Ritz stubbornly swinging his sheathed sword.

“…He’s keeping his promise not to draw his sword.”

Ritz had remembered her wish that he not draw his sword. While she was happy, she also felt a little guilty. The enemy was coming at Ritz with full force, after all.

She was a little worried that something might happen, but watching him, she was relieved to see that Ritz was overwhelmingly stronger.

In that moment when her guard was down, something moved in front of her. Turning her eyes to the presence radiating killing intent, she saw a grimy man standing there with a sword at the ready.

She had been so focused on the others that she hadn’t noticed.
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			Several hours had already passed since the commotion subsided. Franz, along with his companions and the inspectors, was gathered around a bonfire. A few dozen minutes ago, Kenny had sent his subordinates to search for a campsite, but they hadn't returned yet, and they were waiting for their report.

Franz was just staring blankly at the fire burning in front of him. Just doing that calmed him down a little. Was it because he was a Fire Spirit user?

In the flames, Sara, having finally gotten her meal and a wide space, was frolicking about. Kenny and the others had been astonished when they first saw this sight, but after seeing it three times a day for three days, they had gotten used to it, and it had blended into the daily scenery.

He casually glanced at Kenny, the inspector squad leader, and noticed that his walnut-colored hair, which was always neatly tied back, was disheveled, probably from the earlier battle.

He probably didn't realize it himself, but Franz was likely in a similar state. No, he might be even worse.

But right now, he couldn't be bothered with such things. The reality that had been laid bare before his eyes was too heavy.

He hugged his knees and once again cast his eyes to the fire. It was painful to think about anything. But he couldn't stop thinking. When he closed his eyes, the face of the man who had attacked him floated into view.

Moreover, the moment he was cut down and died…

He shook his head slightly, trying to shake off the afterimage, and his eyes fell on Anna sitting nearby. Anna, too, unlike her usual self, was staring at the bonfire with vacant eyes. She was probably thinking about various things as well.

“Sara-chan is so lucky, getting to eat. I’m hungry~ I want to eat dinner soon.”

Franz was stunned by Anna’s words, which were far from what he had imagined. It seemed he wasn’t the only one; the eyes of everyone who had been silent turned to Anna.

“Eating on the side of the road like this is weird, isn’t it?”

Noticing everyone’s gaze, Anna smiled shyly and tossed the small branch she was holding into the flames. Sparks flew up in a small burst.

“You sure get hungry a lot, Anna.”

Unable to understand Anna’s behavior, his tone became sharp without him realizing it. He couldn’t believe Anna’s insensitivity, complaining of hunger after the carnage that had taken place here just moments ago.

But Anna, without even noticing Franz’s sarcasm, smiled and declared firmly.

“That’s because healing a lot of people makes me hungry.”

“That’s what’s strange.”

He had ended up saying something sarcastic, but he knew his voice lacked strength. So Franz shut his mouth, rested his chin on his knees, and fell silent.

“Franz?”

He pretended not to hear the concerned voice and let it pass. He knew it was childish, but he couldn’t put his inner frustration into words.

Anna had probably come to some kind of conclusion within herself. But even so, it was a quick conclusion.

As if sensing Franz’s mood, it was Ritz who leisurely stepped between the two of them.

“It’s a good thing to get hungry, no matter the situation.”

It felt off-topic, but it somehow struck a chord in Franz’s frayed heart. In Ritz’s case, it seemed likely that nothing could ever make him lose his appetite.

Somehow, he felt as if he was being told he was being neurotic, and Franz sighed again.

As if sensing Franz’s sigh, Edward chuckled softly.

“Your reaction is perfectly normal for an ordinary person. Don’t worry about it.”

“I know that, but…”

Franz replied with a groan. A great sense of unease weighed on him, and his mood was unbearably heavy.

Hurting people to survive… he had never had such an experience before.

In the first place, back when he was in Faldina, had he ever thought that his own life was important?

No, he didn’t think so. He had never even truly felt that he was alive.

He knew that things like this could happen on a journey. Franz had no intention of being killed so easily either. To that end, there would be times when he would have to protect himself and defeat his opponent.

But why was that? Did he truly have that meaning within him? Until now, he hadn’t had much attachment to life, so he didn’t really understand the attachment to living.

And yet, at that moment, he had truly thought from the bottom of his heart that he didn’t want to die. That much was a fact for Franz.

With his head down, he stared at the fire again and fell silent. Anna, who looked like she wanted to say something, closed her mouth and once again stared blankly at Sara in the fire. He was grateful that she didn’t try to force a conversation.

Just like before, without exchanging any words, everyone fell silent, staring at the fire.

It was the two inspectors who had returned from exploring the vicinity who changed the heavy atmosphere.

“Captain, there was a village nearby.”

“A village?”

Franz perked up his ears at the inspectors’ words. Kenny fell silent, as if in thought upon receiving the report, and Edward also tilted his head.

“A village… was there a village around here?”

Edward seemed to have no recollection, and he posed the question directly to Ritz, who was sitting next to him. Even Ritz, with his extensive knowledge of travel, didn’t know and just shrugged his shoulders.

Somehow, it felt unsettling.

“Your Majesty, I said a village, but more accurately, it’s the ruins of a village… in other words, a deserted village.”

“…A deserted village?”

The deserted village was not yet too dilapidated, and it was said that there would be no problem for this large group to stay there. There was a plaza, houses they could stay in, and water could be secured from a well. There was not a single condition to oppose it.

“To find a place so suitable, it’s impressive.”

Edward gave a wry smile.

“When it’s this perfect, it’s suspicious, isn’t it?”

“Well, that’s true. And the fact that neither I nor Ritz have any recollection of it means…”

“Yeah. It means the village didn’t exist until after the civil war ended.”

“Right. So the village was built and then vanished within the last thirty-five years.”

“…That’s too suspicious. A village that seems so conveniently prepared.”

That was the common consensus of Ritz, Edward, and Kenny. Franz also found it suspicious. In the first place, why were there no people in a place with such favorable conditions?

“What are we going to do?”

At Ritz’s irresponsible question, Kenny let out a large, troubled sigh.

“As for myself, I would not want to take Your Majesty to such a suspicious place.”

“I’d imagine not.”

Ritz nodded in understanding. Even Franz thought their concern was justified. Kenny had a duty to protect the king.

But the final decision could only be left to Edward, the king. Ritz and Kenny watched Edward, who was stroking his chin slightly as he thought.

As Edward remained silent, Kenny asked.

“Your Majesty, what will you do?”

“Let’s go. There’s no point in staying here. That deserted village is still better.”

Edward didn’t hesitate at all. Such decisiveness. Was this what it meant to be a king?

Though it was suspicious, with Edward’s one word, their lodging for the night was decided. They immediately reformed their convoy and headed for the seemingly ill-fated deserted village.

“I wonder what a deserted village is like.”

After the four of them were alone in the carriage again, Anna asked. There was no way Franz, on his first journey, would know. When he silently shook his head, Anna’s target shifted to Ritz.

“Ritz, what’s a deserted village like?”

“In a word, it’s a ruined village. As for its appearance, how should I put it… like a bunch of haunted houses gathered together to form a village?”

An apt description.

“That sounds kind of scary.”

Though she said that, Anna didn’t seem particularly scared.

But Franz, honestly, just hearing that made him want to stay away. Franz, who could control spirits invisible to the human eye, was terribly afraid of their fellow invisible beings, ghosts.

“You’ll see when we get there.”

At Ritz’s carefree words, Anna nodded.

“You’re right!”

Anna cheerfully turned to Franz.

“Hey, I wonder what’s for dinner tonight?”

Did Anna no longer have any memory of the battle? It was ridiculous to even say something sarcastic. When he glanced at Ritz next to him, Ritz seemed to be staring blankly at Edward’s face. Edward, who was being watched, was looking out the window.

It was a strange sight. He felt that there was some kind of tension between the two of them, but Franz couldn’t figure out what the two older members of the group were thinking.

In the town of Faldina, Franz had heard a little about the legend of the civil war from Ante at the tool shop.

The story was that Edward and Ritz, the two leaders of the revolutionary army, had saved Yuresla, which was on the verge of collapse due to the tyrannical rule of the false queen who had poisoned the sick king and her usurper son, as well as the nobles. That civil war was Yuresla’s last battle, and it had been nearly forty years ago.

He couldn’t imagine that the two people in front of him were such big shots. After all, the hero who saved the nation, King Edward, was pinching his cheek and pulling it, making sarcastic remarks, and his right-hand man was thrashing about in pain from being pulled.

Looking at the two of them fooling around, he thought that if he ever got the chance, he’d like to read a history of the Yuresla Kingdom.

“Ah, forget it, forget it.”

Suddenly, Ritz said in a loud voice and collapsed limply onto the sofa. Franz was so surprised by the suddenness of it that he was at a loss for words. Anna leaned forward with a face full of curiosity at such a Ritz.

“Huh? What are you forgetting?”

“I’ve stopped thinking.”

“Were you thinking about something?”

At Anna’s puzzled question, Ritz laughed and tried to brush it off.

“It’s nothing important.”

“It was probably about a woman.”

Edward, who had interjected without a moment’s delay, was having his mouth hastily covered by Ritz.

“If you say that, it’ll just complicate things!”

“What are you talking about now…”

Edward, his face contorted in a pained expression, retorted, but he froze when he noticed Anna’s gaze.

“What about a woman? I’m a girl too, you know?”

“Ugh…”

Faced with her pure, untainted green eyes, Edward, for once, flinched. When she looked at you like that with those big eyes, it was generally impossible to lie. Franz had experienced it too. It seemed even Edward was no exception.

“Anna, Ed will tell you all about it, so listen carefully.”

Releasing Edward, Ritz pushed him toward Anna. It seemed he was fully intent on pawning him off. Edward didn’t look like he would be freed for a while.

“Ed-san, when you say ‘about a woman,’ are you talking about me?”

Leaving behind Edward, who was at a loss for words, Ritz suddenly turned to him. Feeling his gaze, Franz reflexively looked away.

“Franz, my bad.”

“…About what?”

At Ritz’s unexpected, whispered words, Franz’s eyes lifted his face.

“You’ve been thinking about that battle this whole time, haven’t you?”

It seemed he had been seen through. Was it written on his face? Lowering his head again, Franz answered just like that.

“Yeah.”

“Thought so.”

A heavy silence ensued. It seemed Ritz was waiting for Franz to speak.

Finally making up his mind, Franz opened his mouth.

“I know we would have been killed if we hadn’t done that. But… how should I put it… people die so easily…”

Ritz nodded silently.

“That’s right. My sword, your fire, Anna’s Water Dragon. All of them have the ability to kill people. But, by using them correctly, they can protect lives.”

“…I know.”

Franz covered his face with a sigh. When his life was targeted, he had to defeat his opponent or he would die. It was probably a simple theory. Even if he understood it in his head, his emotions wouldn’t allow it.

In fact, the man who had attacked Anna and Franz… didn’t make it in the end.

“But I need time to accept it.”

He covered his face at the true feelings that leaked out like a groan. He still didn’t really understand his reason for living, so he didn’t know if he wanted to live to the point of killing people.

That’s why it pricked his heart as a sense of guilt.

Ritz lightly patted Franz on the shoulder. It wasn’t comforting, but it felt as if his feelings were being acknowledged, and he looked up to see Ritz smiling wryly.

“I get how you feel. It’s not like I was this tough from the start either.”

“Eh…?”

“I had my young days too, you know.”

Ritz’s true feelings were lost in the joke. There were times when Ritz’s true feelings would seep out like this, and they were always surprisingly quiet, to Franz’s astonishment.

And always, Ritz exuded an atmosphere that made it impossible for Franz to ask any further.

Ritz patted the silent Franz on the shoulder again.

“Franz, I’ll tell you this, but don’t tell Anna yet.”

“What?”

When Franz looked up at Ritz, he was taken aback. He had a frighteningly serious expression.

“There’s bound to be another commotion. When that happens, I’ll probably have no choice but to draw my sword this time.”

“…I see…”

“But you know, when I do that, it’ll be for my old friend, or for you guys. Don’t hold it against me.”

As Ritz said that with a slightly joking tone, Franz noticed a subtle wavering in his heart. It felt as if a Ritz who was not the perfect adult he had seemed to be until now was peeking through.

That’s why he nodded honestly.

“I know.”

“I see…”

Ritz muttered softly. It seemed he had some kind of hesitation in his heart. He didn’t know what it was, but for the first time, Franz realized that Ritz might be a human who also had worries, just like him.

That’s why he forced a change of subject.

“Ritz, don’t you think you should help Edward-san out soon?”

As if sensing Franz’s consideration, Ritz returned to his usual confident smile and nodded.

“You’re right, I guess I’ll let him off the hook.”

With his slight sense of unease somewhat resolved, Franz turned his eyes away from Ritz and let out a big breath. As for Ritz, he had stepped between Edward and Anna and was starting to say something.

He consciously shut out their voices and recalled Ritz’s earlier words.

He was frustratingly no match for Ritz in terms of experience and power, but he too would fight if his companions’ lives were in danger.

He might worry about it again, but it was better than losing his companions and regretting it. So he decided to focus on protecting rather than hesitating.

Just as he was thinking with such resolve, he heard Ritz’s words from behind him.

“Listen, Anna. A man is always searching for his best partner. That’s why he thinks back on the various women he’s met.”

At the selfish logic, he glanced over and saw Ritz saying it with his usual tone for persuading Anna, without any hesitation.

“Oh, is that so~”

“So, when he’s thinking about a woman, that’s what it means.”

Anna was nodding, looking impressed. It seemed she was being fooled again, but in the end, that was probably for the best for these two.

“So you’re saying he’s having trouble deciding on a marriage partner.”

“Exactly!”

It was slightly off, but Edward was freed, and Anna was convinced, so was the case closed?

“Such nonsense…”

Edward shrugged his shoulders with a look of utter exasperation. Franz shared his opinion.

In the end, no matter what, Ritz was Ritz. That was probably it. Franz let out a sigh that was a mixture of relief and exasperation at Ritz’s nonsense words as he persuaded Anna.

Despite all that, with only the light from the lamp illuminating the darkness, the carriage moved slowly along. Unlike the highway they had been on until now, the side road they had turned onto was narrow and unreliable.

Eventually, the trees opened up, and the deserted village appeared.

“It’s pretty clean for a deserted village…”

That was Ritz’s first impression as he looked out the window at the village. Edward, also looking outside, agreed.

“…It certainly is.”

It was far from the image of a deserted village that everyone had. It was too clean. There was a sense of unease in calling this a deserted village.

Certainly, there was no sign of people or daily life. The doors of the houses were left open, and carts and buckets were scattered about, rotting.

If the village had been abandoned recently, someone would surely know about it. But no one in this group, including the inspectors, knew of this village.

“Is this what a deserted village is like?”

At Anna’s question, who was looking around as if seeing something scary, Franz murmured, his gaze wandering.

“It’s as if only the people vanished.”

Having said it himself, Franz felt like he was about to tremble at his own words. Franz was truly afraid of ghosts.

There was nothing more frightening than an existence beyond human comprehension. He felt a chill at the situation, which could only be thought of as the people of the village suddenly disappearing.

The fountain in the center of the town was already dry, and the bricks forming it were dry and discolored. It was proof that it hadn’t been used for a long time.

“In any case, it seems we have no choice but to stay here. Come on, let’s get ready to camp.”

At Edward’s words, everyone began to prepare in silence.

In the silence, with only the light from the lamps attached to the carriages, the sound of their preparations for the night echoed loudly.

“Ritz, I feel like the side of the road was better than this place.”

Anna, relying on the light of the lamp holding Sara, complained in a low voice while pulling on Ritz’s clothes after securing their spot.

Franz, standing next to Anna, didn’t say it out loud, but he shared Anna’s opinion.

As they looked at him imploringly, Ritz let out a small sigh and shrugged his shoulders.

“It can’t be helped. We’re not traveling as a group of three. Just put up with it for tonight. If we leave first thing tomorrow, there won’t be a problem, right?”

When he put it that way, Franz had no reason to object. But Anna, who usually agreed right away, pressed on unusually.

“But I have a bad feeling about this village.”

It seemed Anna also had a vague sense of this strange situation.

Attacked by bandits, they stumbled upon a conveniently located deserted village.

Even without knowing the reason, this alone was enough to cause anxiety.

Franz looked around cautiously. Having heard Ritz’s words, ‘There will be another disturbance,’ every situation felt suspicious.

Perhaps even the existence of this deserted village was some kind of trap. As Franz looked around nervously, it was Ritz who eased his tension.

“Well, it’ll work out somehow, so don’t worry. Let’s just grab a bite to eat for now!”

“You’re right! I’m starving!”

Franz also let out a small breath. He still had no appetite, but if he just filled his stomach and went to sleep, he could say goodbye to this creepy village soon enough.

But on their way to the inspectors, lamp in hand, Anna, who was in the lead, found something she shouldn’t have.

“Ritz, Franz, come here! There’s a house with a light on!”

“What?”

Ritz, next to Anna, strained his eyes in the direction she pointed. Ritz and Anna had much better eyesight than Franz. If anything, Franz had poor eyesight, so he couldn’t see well.

Even so, he could faintly see a house with a light on.

“It’s not a house… it’s a mansion, at that size.”

At Ritz’s murmur, Anna also nodded.

“Even from this far away, the windows are so clear. Each one must be pretty big.”

An inhabited mansion in a ruin… wasn’t that getting more and more suspicious?

Feeling an even greater sense of creepiness, Franz shivered. Please, he thought, just spare me from ghosts.

“What is it?”

Noticing the commotion, Edward and Kenny rushed over. Anna once again pointed to the lit window. The two who confirmed it groaned.

“It seems someone is there.”

Edward muttered.

“So it seems. I’ll send a scout immediately.”

Kenny immediately called over three of his subordinates. One was the person who was often by Kenny’s side, who was supposed to be his adjutant. They were ordered to investigate with a tense look, and eventually, the three of them saluted Kenny and Edward, and the adjutant spoke.

“We will go and investigate the situation.”

“Alright, be careful.”

After seeing the three of them head off toward the lit house with hurried steps, Anna turned back.

“I wonder what kind of person lives there? Isn’t it scary to be all alone in a place like this?”

At Anna’s murmur, Franz couldn’t help but look up at Ritz.

What kind of person lived there… What if it was the same people who had attacked them earlier…

Thinking that, he couldn’t stay calm.

But Ritz calmly met Franz’s anxious gaze and turned his face to Edward.

“Ed, what do you think?”

“I don’t know. An enemy, or perhaps a civilian…”

It seemed the possibility of them being an enemy was high. At their exchange, Franz clenched his fists in tension. If they ended up heading to that mansion, wouldn’t it be quite dangerous?

As if noticing Franz’s tense gaze as he watched the two of them, Edward looked back at him and smiled cheerfully.

“But well, it’ll work out somehow.”

“Yeah.”

At their overly casual words, Franz staggered.

“How can you be so nonchalant!”

When he snapped at them, the two older men looked at Franz as if teasing him and laughed. It seemed these two were not the least bit concerned about the anxiety Franz was feeling.

“If you get this neurotic now, you’ll go bald.”

“Why aren’t you so nervous?”

At Franz’s very reasonable words, Edward replied nonchalantly.

“If they’re an enemy, we defeat them. If they’re civilians, we have them provide us with lodging. There are only two options. It’s only natural for a person to hope for the better outcome, isn’t it?”

Finally realizing he was being played with, Franz fell into a sullen silence. With two eloquent people, Franz was no match.

“Well then, I hope they’ll let us stay. I’m tired today, so I want to sleep in a nice bed, don’t you?”

Anna, who had been listening to the conversation, said cheerfully and patted Franz on the shoulder. In Anna’s case, she meant it seriously, so Franz had no choice but to swallow his words.

“If they’re nice people.”

At Franz’s drained, dismissive words, Anna replied with a smile.

“I’m sure they’re nice people. You know, in this world, there are very few truly evil people. We met some bad people today, so we won’t meet any more bad people, I’m sure!”

Franz was a little impressed that Anna could still say such a thing after experiencing the commotion earlier. What sturdy nerves.

Besides, if what Anna said was true, the world would be filled with peace, but reality wasn’t like that.

“You’re optimistic, Anna.”

A sarcastic remark came out reflexively, but Anna seemed completely unfazed.

“You think so~”

At Anna, who tilted her head, Franz once again let out a big sigh. He felt like they weren’t quite on the same page. Was it just his imagination?

“Hey Franz, if you keep sighing like that, your happiness will fly away.”

At Ritz’s sudden words, Franz became annoyed and looked away. Mind your own business. Instead, Anna was answering.

“Why will happiness fly away?”

“A sigh, you see, with every one you let out, you expel good fortune from your body.”

“I didn’t know that~”

Franz grimaced in exasperation at their exchange. He was annoyed at them for saying such carefree things at a time like this. When he glanced at Edward, for some reason, he was watching the two of them with a fond smile.

“So it’s better not to sigh!”

“Okay!”

Ritz had completely drawn Anna into his pace, but when his conversation with her ended, he once again turned his gaze to the mansion.

Following his lead, Franz also followed his gaze. Even though he was saying carefree things, Ritz probably knew that the mansion was suspicious.

Besides, to continue living in this deserted village, one would have to have considerable nerves. In the first place, how did they obtain daily necessities? That alone was suspicious.

Even the closest village was a half-day’s journey from here.

“Ah, they’re back!”

When he strained his eyes in the direction Anna had indicated, he could see the figures of four people. Three had gone to the mansion. That meant the other one was probably a resident of that mansion.

The figures in the darkness gradually grew larger in his vision, and he could finally make out their faces. He didn’t recognize the face. That meant it was indeed someone from the mansion.

The three who returned came before Edward and reported that there was indeed someone living in that large mansion, and that the person did not seem to be hostile.

The group’s gaze focused on the other man, who had yet to be introduced. In response, the adjutant introduced the man standing behind him.

There stood a thin, elderly man.

“This person is the butler of the mansion.”

The fact that there was a butler meant that the resident of that mansion was not alone.

“He would like to invite us to the mansion…”

Kenny, looking perplexed, informed Edward. Everyone couldn’t help but look at each other. Another instance of such convenient timing…

Was it okay for things to go this smoothly?

“A pleasure to make your acquaintance. I am the butler of that mansion.”

The man who had been waiting finally spoke. His tone was as solemn as his appearance. The man’s gaze was surprisingly sharp, and he possessed a certain air of dignity. The way he effortlessly wore a well-tailored three-piece suit was also flawless.

Even Franz, who had been accustomed to the presence of butlers since childhood, found his demeanor convincing.

“The master of our mansion has expressed a desire to invite you all, which is why I have come.”

His words were polite, but in the atmosphere that seemed to brook no opposition, Ritz silently looked at Edward.

Without turning around, Edward nodded. He didn’t understand the meaning of their exchange, but it seemed there was some kind of agreement.

“That is much appreciated. We were attacked by ruffians on our way here, you see.”

“That must have been terrible.”

“Yes, it was. So we were just wanting a place to rest. Truly exquisite timing.”

Edward’s words seemed to be testing his opponent, but the elderly butler listened to Edward without so much as his expression, or even an eyebrow, twitching.

“That is good to hear. Then you will accept our invitation?”

Something invisible flew between Edward and the butler. It became a tense atmosphere that dominated the place.

“…Now, what shall we do, gentlemen?”

Edward looked at Ritz with deliberately theatrical words. Without answering, Ritz gave a small shrug. At that, Edward smiled faintly and turned back to the elderly butler.

“Does this village have a name? Unfortunately, it is not within our knowledge.”

Implicitly emphasizing the suspiciousness of the village, Edward continued to test his opponent. The butler replied with a blank expression.

“This village has no name. It is simply called by my master’s name.”

“Oh? And what might that be?”

“Laria.”

“…A woman…”

After muttering with some surprise, Edward finally turned to face them. His mind seemed to be made up long ago.

He knew something, and he was knowingly walking into a trap. There must be some secret.

Moreover, a secret that only he knew.

But Franz had no words to question Edward about it.

For Franz, who knew nothing of the world and couldn’t read the situation, he had no choice but to follow that decision.

Edward looked around at all the inspectors and drivers present. They too were looking at him with expressions of trust in their king.

After giving them a serious nod, Edward turned back to the elderly butler and announced with a dignified expression.

“Then, Butler, we shall accept your invitation.”

“My master will be pleased.”

The butler bowed deeply. At that moment, no one saw the strange twist of the butler’s lips.
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			“Wow, this is amazing!”

The moment they entered the mansion, Anna let out a loud, impressed voice. Ritz, too, couldn’t help but let out a sigh of admiration.

“This really is something.”

Long ago, when he was with Edward, Ritz wouldn’t have been surprised by a mansion of this caliber.

But since becoming a mercenary, it was a magnificent mansion of a kind he hadn’t even set foot in. To think that it was here, in the middle of a forest, he could only be impressed by this incredible situation.

In the center of the mansion was a grand, large entrance where a carriage could pull up, and the path leading to it was beautifully paved with bricks.

The two-story Western-style mansion, solidified with white plaster, was symmetrical with the center as its axis, and the roofs on both sides had tower-like watchtowers. Most of the windows were large and arched at the top, adding to the mansion’s polished appearance.

When they stood before this building, its beauty was so out of place that everyone held their breath.

Of course, part of it was being moved by its beauty, but the main reason was the shudder they felt at the strangeness of this building, which was too clean to be in a ruin.

Ritz was no exception.

The group was first led into a spacious entrance hall. A huge, beautiful crystal chandelier hung there, sparkling and delighting their eyes. On the ceiling from which the chandelier hung, a mural of spirits was painted in magnificent colors.

That beauty alone was truly breathtaking.

In front of them, a staircase curved gently in a circle to the left and right, leading up to the second floor. The stairs were by no means narrow, but were built in a gentle, spacious manner.

And at the entrance to each of these stairs stood a bronze statue of a knight with a great presence, gazing at the visitors.

Edward, leisurely passing by the impressed Anna and the wary Franz, silently looked up at the magnificent painting on the ceiling.

For some reason, Edward didn’t seem surprised by this situation.

On the wall of the entrance hall, there was a large double door with intricate carvings. One could easily surmise that it was a hall where banquets and the like were held.

The corridors extending to the left and right from the entrance hall probably led to the kitchen, servant’s quarters, preparation rooms, and so on.

There was no sense of the gaudiness often found in the homes of the newly rich; it looked more like a nobleman’s hidden villa. The cleanly designed space felt un-oppressive; rather, it had a spacious, open feel.

The redness of the carpet was a bit too vivid for the eyes, but the pattern drawn on it gave it a sense of calm.

“I’m so happy we get to see the inside, Franz!”

Almost completely ignoring the excited Anna, Franz was looking around the mansion cautiously. It seemed the earlier threat had been too effective, and he was more tense than necessary.

Without paying any mind to Franz, Anna, who had been looking around, suddenly fell silent and let out a big sigh.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s a pity, isn’t it? For Kenny-san and the old driver. I feel kind of bad, just us.”

At Anna’s somber tone, Edward turned around and smiled back gently.

“Why is it a pity, Anna?”

With a downcast expression, Anna looked up at Edward.

“Because, Ed-san, not everyone can come inside. It’s a pity…”

“You’re so kind, Anna.”

At Edward’s smile, Anna tilted her head, still looking apologetic.

“Am I kind…? I might be bad, if anything.”

He reached out and tousled the hair of Anna, who stood beside him sighing with concern, as if to say, ‘don’t worry about it’.

“It can’t be helped. We’re the only ones with free time.”

They had all trooped to this mansion, but in the end, it was only Ritz’s group and Edward who were invited inside.

When they arrived at the mansion, Kenny, who had remained a step behind, had told them this:

“We will take our leave here.”

Kenny gave Edward a stiff salute.

“Eh? Why, Kenny-san?”

To the surprised Anna, Kenny replied with a troubled smile.

“If all of us inspectors go inside the mansion, who will protect the paintings?”

“Ah!”

“Our job is to deliver this cargo safely to the Royal Capital. So we can’t leave its side.”

“I see…”

Kenny turned from the disappointed Anna to Edward and Ritz to explain.

“We are thinking of borrowing that detached building.”

Kenny pointed to a large detached building and storeroom on the right side of the mansion. Kenny had already spoken with the butler and arranged to borrow the detached building to stay there.

Kenny’s work was always precise and swift. The cargo of paintings would be left in front of the detached building, and the inspectors would stand guard in pairs throughout the night.

And the drivers, thinking of the road ahead, requested to thoroughly rest and care for the horses here.

In the first place, the drivers had withdrawn from the start, saying they were not of a status to be invited into the mansion. For them, the butler had arranged for the stables and lodging for the drivers on the left side of the mansion.

After being made to wait in the entrance hall for a while, the door at the back slowly opened, and a woman emerged, quietly managing the hem of her long, flowing skirt.

Her elegant and supple movements had a grace and, at the same time, an bewitching and seductive atmosphere. Tall and clad in a fiery red dress, she looked like a queen.

Was she in her twenties? Her eyes shone with a jet black that seemed to absorb all light, her long, gently waving hair was also jet black, and her lips were painted a crimson as red as her dress.

The woman was beautiful. But her beauty was not a healthy one. If anything, it had an unhealthy feel to it.

“She’s a beauty, but not my type…”

After gazing for a moment at this mistress who was approaching them, he whispered to Edward standing next to him.

“I agree.”

Edward also replied briefly in a similar whisper.

“My lady, I have brought the guests.”

“Thank you, Butler. You may go.”

The woman who had come before them didn’t even glance at the bowing butler, but looked at the four of them, took a small pinch of her skirt, and gave a gentle curtsy.

“Welcome, everyone. I am the master of this mansion, Laria Ecarlate.”

“Thank you for the invitation. I am Edward Baldia.”

Edward, with a sarcastic smile on his lips, gave his real name to the woman… Laria.

“…My, you are courageous, aren’t you.”

Ritz frowned at their exchange. Just as he expected. This woman named Laria Ecarlate knew Edward’s true identity…

“Won’t you introduce your companions?”

Without letting the bewitching smile on her crimson lips fade, Laria smiled at Edward. Her smile was cold, yet it drew in those who saw it.

He happened to glance at Franz and saw that he was staring intently at Laria. But for some reason, Ritz and Edward also couldn’t look away.

A smile of burning ice. Unconsciously, he had muttered that in his head.

“This is my friend Ritz, and his companions Franz and Anna. The four of us will accept the invitation to this mansion.”

“Please make yourselves at home.”

It was Anna who approached Laria with a calm face, as she always did. Anna took Laria’s hand and shook it vigorously.

“Thank you! What a beautiful house~. I’ve never seen such a beautiful house before.”

“Ah, thank you…”

At Anna’s unexpected action, Laria stumbled over her words, looking perplexed. In contrast, Anna, without being overwhelmed by the strange atmosphere, simply looked at Laria with a calm face.

For some reason, this woman’s strange allure didn’t seem to affect Anna. Was it because they were both women?

“What an energetic young lady.”

Perhaps a little surprised that her appearance had no effect on her opponent, Laria hastily composed her words.

“The butler will show you to your rooms.”

As she said that, the woman called for the butler who had just left. The man from before appeared with a blank expression, as if it were no trouble at all. This butler’s very existence was like a shadow.

“After you’ve rested, please have a meal. Dinner is prepared in this room. Please feel free to eat as you like.”

When Laria’s explanation came to a pause, Edward looked into her eyes and asked in a testing tone.

“And what will you be doing?”

As if not noticing the hidden sarcasm, ‘And in the meantime, are you going to prepare to capture us?’, Laria smiled calmly and replied.

“I’m afraid I won’t be joining you. I’m not fond of socializing, and I’m only letting you stay out of goodwill, so there’s no obligation to entertain you, is there?”

“A fair point.”

“I have various other matters to attend to as well.”

After saying only that, Laria instructed the butler to guide them to the second floor.

“Well then, if you’ll excuse me.”

Laria casually turned the hem of her skirt just as elegantly as when she appeared and disappeared into the back of the room.

The moment she left, it felt as if a strange curse had been broken, and the space had lost its color. Ritz gave a small shrug.

“Then I shall guide you. This way…”

The butler gave a slow bow and began to ascend the gently curving staircase step by step. The four of them exchanged glances and followed. They had no choice but to obey.

They were led to two rooms on the second floor. They were quite large, and one could clearly feel that they had been prepared for them in advance.

After the butler showed them into one of the rooms and explained the interior, he left. The four of them let out a huge sigh and sat down on whatever was nearby.

“…I’m tired.”

Franz, who had sat down on the bed, muttered.

“I’m tired too~ and hungry.”

Anna, who had sat down next to Franz, muttered the same and looked at Ritz and Edward. Her eyes seemed to be saying, ‘When are we going to eat?’, but he would have to ignore her for a while.

Noticing that she was being ignored, Anna pouted slightly and started to play with Sara. Of course, it was the game of making her learn her name. It was amazing how she never got tired of it.

Franz also looked at Anna with an exasperated expression.

Ritz, who was sitting on one side of the sofa and table set in the center of the room, looked at Edward, who was sitting on the other side. Then, in a low voice so that Anna and Franz couldn’t hear, he spoke to Edward.

“Ed, you know everything, don’t you?”

“Not everything. More like, the general idea.”

Even if he knew, he seemed tired. Edward was sinking into the sofa. As expected, something had been in motion ever since he came to Faldina to pick up Ritz.

With Anna and Franz here, he purposefully didn’t press for more. He knew it would be difficult for Edward to talk.

“Um…”

Anna, who he thought had been playing with Sara, suddenly looked up with a thoughtful expression and looked at the three of them in turn before asking.

“That woman is pretty flashy, isn’t she?”

For a moment, he didn’t know what she was talking about and fell silent. Realizing she hadn’t been understood, Anna began to talk animatedly, using gestures.

“You know, since she’s so tall and beautiful, her clothes and makeup could be a little more subdued, right?”

“…Huh?”

When he asked back, Anna made a difficult face and pouted her lips.

“Umm, you know, something was strange. I don’t know how to say it, but anyway, I just feel like something is strange. I guess you could say it doesn’t suit her. Hmm, that’s not quite the right word… Ugh. It’s like her impression is blurry, like looking at two mirrors facing each other…”

It seemed Anna had been looking at something different from the men. To be able to see such things without being overwhelmed by the atmosphere, she really was a girl, even if a tough one.

But her next words drained the strength from everyone, and they all looked up at the ceiling and sank into whatever they were sitting on.

“Besides, it’d be hard to move around in an outfit like that, right?”

…As expected of Anna. Something was a little off.

“What’s wrong? Did I say something weird?”

Anna, who had no idea why everyone had lost their strength, tilted her head. It seemed Anna wasn’t satisfied, but the sense of unease she felt didn’t come across well to them.

“Ugh, so this is what it feels like to be frustrated~”

She tried her best to come up with the right words, but it didn’t seem to work out, so Anna made a cheerful suggestion as if her previous statement had never happened.

“Let’s go eat. I’m hungry.”

Certainly, just sitting here wouldn’t get them anywhere.

“Should I bring my weapon?”

When the still-tense Franz said that, Edward chuckled softly.

“Not necessary. Nothing will happen during the meal, and the food is safe.”

“But…”

“It’s alright. I can guarantee it.”

He wouldn’t say why, but Edward’s statement probably had some basis. Ritz knew well that he was a man who would never speak from speculation when his companions’ lives were at stake.

The four of them quickly left the room to have their meal and returned to the entrance hall on the first floor. From there, they opened the large door that Laria had indicated earlier.

“Wow, this is amaziiing!”

The dinner in the lavish room, which could hardly be called a dining room, was more than enough to delight the eyes and tongues of the four of them.

On the table, several candles were lit in a candelabra, enhancing the mood of the meal, but for Anna, who was trying to fill her stomach, the mood was irrelevant, and for Franz, it seemed to be just a nuisance.

Next to that candelabra, a misplaced lamp was placed by itself, but that, needless to say, was Sara.

Anna had brought her along, saying it would be a pity to leave her alone. No one objected to that.

At each seat, a soup bowl, a multitude of knives and forks, a napkin folded like a flower, and two wine glasses were placed.

“Ritz, which one should I use?”

Anna, bewildered by the many knives, asked. Even if she asked him that, he hadn’t used formal manners in decades. It was pointless to ask Ritz.

“It’s fine, use whichever one you like.”

When he said that casually, Anna asked him seriously.

“Is that okay?”

“As long as you can eat it deliciously, anything is fine.”

“Oh, I see!”

Edward, who had been listening to their all-too-casual exchange, spoke to Anna with a sigh.

“The basic rule is to use them from the outside in, in the order the dishes are served. If it’s hard to use, you can use them however you like.”

“Then what’s this?”

Anna asked, holding up the folded napkin.

“It’s a hat… doesn’t seem like it…”

He couldn’t help but burst out laughing at that. Glaring at Ritz from the side, Franz sighed and explained to Anna.

“You unfold that and put it on your lap.”

“Why?”

“You wouldn’t want to spill on your clothes and stain them, would you?”

“But I’m not a child, so I won’t spill.”

“That’s just proper manners.”

Though exasperated, Franz dutifully explained. As expected of a son from a wealthy family, he seemed to have a firm grasp of table manners.

In contrast, Anna was a handful from start to finish. As he was holding back his laughter, the servants entered, and the evening’s banquet began.

Starting with an aperitif of wine, followed by warm pumpkin potage, carpaccio-style prosciutto salad, salmon en croute with herb butter, and the main dish of sautéed duck with orange sauce, and so on.

A variety of fruits were served as if to say, ‘help yourself,’ along with a selection of high-end alcoholic beverages. Carbonated water was provided for drinking water; in short, it was an incredibly lavish affair.

At this lavish meal, the flashy woman and the shadow-like butler were not present. A lavish banquet without a host was a bit strange, but being able to eat peacefully with just the four of them was a real help.

If they had been there, he wouldn’t have been able to stop thinking about their intentions.

Of course, it was Edward, who was most accustomed to expensive meals, who politely answered Anna’s questions about the name of each dish and what it was made of.

After hearing about the dish, Anna’s eyes would sparkle with excitement, and she would savor each bite happily.

For her, who had grown up in a church, she had probably never had so many dishes served to her at once in her life, so it was impossible for her not to be happy.

Ritz was also thoroughly impressed, but as he watched from time to time, he noticed that Franz alone didn’t seem to be eating much. He was probably worrying about the true meaning behind this expensive meal.

No matter how much Edward assured him that the meal was safe, he seemed to be on edge, wondering when and in what form a commotion would occur.

What a handful. It might have been better to tell the slightly more thick-skinned Anna that an enemy might attack.

But Anna being Anna, if he had told her that, he was afraid she would have boldly asked Laria, ‘Are you the bad guy?’

After finishing their meal, the four of them began to talk about the strange mistress of the mansion while drinking the coffee that was served last.

“A woman alone in a deserted village is definitely strange, isn’t it?”

Everyone nodded at Ritz’s words. And with that flashy appearance. She probably wasn’t the kind of woman who would be in a place like this.

“That’s right. It’s also strange that she was able to prepare all these ingredients before we arrived. It’s almost as if she knew we would stop by here.”

As Edward calmly brought the coffee to his lips, Ritz sighed. If you know, then hurry up and do something about it, he wanted to say, but even if he said that, he would just be brushed off.

But it wasn’t just Ritz who was irritated by Edward’s words. Franz placed his coffee cup back on the saucer with an emotional clatter. At the same time, he raised his voice.

“Edward-san, you know something, don’t you? You know too, Ritz, right?”

“…”

Edward fell silent, and Ritz scratched his head. He didn’t have enough information to talk, so it was no use being asked that.

But once Franz started talking, he couldn’t be stopped, and he didn’t fall silent here.

“I don’t like this feeling of being slowly cornered from all sides without knowing anything.”

He slammed his fist on the table in frustration, and Franz glared at the calm Edward and Ritz, who was sitting opposite him.

“What? Do Ed-san and Ritz know something?”

At Franz’s fierce expression, Anna’s eyes widened in surprise. It seemed she hadn’t thought until now that this series of events was related.

“Franz, I don’t know either.”

Ritz said only that and drained his coffee.

“But you know, there’s no point in you getting all worked up now. He has his reasons, doesn’t he?”

“But!”

“He is… the king, after all.”

Franz fell silent. As he said it, Ritz understood that he was directing those words to himself as well.

Though he was spending time with him casually now, he was the king of this country. He probably had his own circumstances, and there were things that he couldn’t let them know.

“…”

It was none other than Edward who spoke to the silent Franz.

“Franz, and you too, Anna.”

As the two of them looked up at Edward’s face, Edward spoke with a slightly sad but firm tone.

“I may be keeping secrets from you. But it’s not because I look down on you or don’t trust you. Because you are Ritz’s companions, I trust you unconditionally.”

“Hey, hey.”

Wouldn’t that be a disaster if Ritz’s judgment of character was poor? But Edward was facing the two of them with utmost seriousness, so he couldn’t interrupt much.

“But I will only be able to tell you everything after this matter is settled.”

To the bewildered Anna and the averted-faced Franz, Edward continued to speak.

His tone became slightly self-deprecating.

“I am, after all, entrusted with this country. That’s why inconvenient things happen from time to time. It can’t be helped that I can’t tell you about them… But.”

Edward paused for a moment and looked at the two of them again. His eyes held a dignity and something worthy of trust.

He unconsciously narrowed his eyes in nostalgia and turned to the side so that no one would notice. Edward hadn’t changed at all from the old days.

“I promise I will tell you everything. I just ask that you forgive me for it taking time.”

Franz nodded silently. Did he understand that he had no choice but to believe him?

The world was full of things that couldn’t be changed no matter how angry he got. Franz, having regained some of his composure, took a deep breath.

“I apologize.”

Edward smiled and nodded. As Franz’s gaze turned to him, he gave a small nod, as if to say, ‘leave it to me’.

In reality, Ritz had no intention of being dragged into this incident without knowing what was going on either. Even if he was the king, Edward would probably tell him the circumstances.

When that happened, he could tell the two of them when the time was right.

“Franz, let’s just go to bed. We’ve all been on edge today with everything that’s happened. If we rest, we’ll feel better, and we can think about things, maybe even twist Ed’s arm a little more to get him to confess.”

Ritz stood up with a yawn, speaking in a relaxed manner so as not to put Franz on edge.

His movement seemed to be a signal, and everyone rose from their chairs.

“You’re right. We’re leaving this mansion tomorrow morning anyway. I’m sure it’ll be okay.”

Franz was nodding at Anna’s words. No matter how much he lamented his dislike for this house, he would be leaving it tomorrow anyway.

“By the way, about the room assignments… Anna, you’re fine with being with Franz, right?”

At the sudden question, Anna tilted her head.

“I’m fine with it.”

But Franz, in contrast, grimaced. He probably didn’t want to be on the receiving end of Anna’s energetic morning wake-up attack.

Ritz knew that well. He didn’t want to be on the receiving end either.

“It’s fine, right? Right, Franz?”

But he had no choice but to put up with it here. Unable to grasp the true meaning of his forceful words, Franz was looking at him with a confused expression.

To convince Franz, he moved in front of him, placed both hands firmly on his shoulders, and whispered.

“I’ll try to get as much information as I can out of Ed. Besides… you want to repay the favor for being saved by Anna twice, don’t you?”

“…?”

To the increasingly confused Franz, Ritz said with a serious face.

“Listen, keep your luggage and weapon where you can grab them.”
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			Ritz returned to his room in silence, sat on the sofa, and placed the bourbon he had swiped on the table. Edward, who had followed him in and closed the door, gave a wry smile.

"Of course you'd bring something like that along."

"Naturally. It's the best way to loosen a tight lip."

"Oh, honestly."

He had probably seen through Ritz's true intentions long ago. Edward had to know that while he might be able to fool Franz and Anna, there was no way he could deceive Ritz.

"Your companions are quite sharp, Ritz."

Edward sat down across from him, an expression that was almost a grimace on his face. By companions, he of course meant Franz.

"He's not sharp. He's just suspicious."

"I see…"

Ritz poured the straight bourbon about halfway into a glass that had been set on the table and placed it in front of Edward. He filled his own glass to the brim.

The unique, rich aroma of the spirit drifted between the two men as a heavy silence descended. They drank quietly for a while, but eventually, Edward spoke as if he'd finally given in.

"I never thought I'd see you traveling with companions."

"It's no use trying to change the subject."

"I have no intention of changing it."

At his nonchalant tone, Ritz silently tipped his glass back. He himself had never dreamed he would be traveling with two beginners.

He had traveled with professionals—adventurers, they were called—but this was the first time he'd had wards to protect.

"Well, I've got my own stuff to deal with, you know?"

He observed Edward while trying to be evasive. His expression didn't seem to hold any fear. But Ritz could sense a subtle tension and a faint trace of anguish.

"Ed, why did you come to Faldina? The Sabatieri inheritance… Me… That alone isn't enough to bring the king himself out here, is it?"

"…No."

Edward began to speak, his voice heavy.

"The king will be changing soon. This country might be shaken a little."

That was a strange way to put it. The Yuresla Kingdom was stable right now. One could even say it was prospering like never before.

"Why would the country be shaken just because you're abdicating the throne to your son?"

Ritz came across all sorts of information in his travels, so he had heard about the next king, the crown prince. Edward's only son, Crown Prince Gerald, was said to be gentle and sincere, and was apparently deeply adored by his vassals.

Naturally, the crown prince had been born after Ritz left the country, and he had never once met him.

Edward fell silent for a moment, quietly sipping his bourbon.

Ritz could see his expression subtly changing. From the face of a gentle, dignified king, it shifted to the sharp eyes of his youth—the days he had spent with Ritz. An expression that seemed calm, yet was filled with a wisdom that saw through all things… That was the Edward he knew.

Now that it was just the two of them, his manner of speaking had reverted to how it was before he was king. Edward had originally been raised on a farm, so his speech was rough.

"You see, Ritz, I'm not just thinking of handing the throne to my son. I'm thinking of giving him a trial."

"…Why?"

"I seized this throne with my own two hands. So now I have my doubts. If there is someone truly worthy of the throne, shouldn't I yield it to that person?"

"What are you talking about?!"

Ritz had slammed his glass onto the table without thinking. It didn't break, but its contents spilled everywhere.

"You… you're an idiot."

He was utterly speechless. Seeing Ritz's dumbfounded expression, Edward gave a wry smile.

"Don't call me an idiot. A doubt just crept into my mind. Is it really right for the king's firstborn to become king? In the past, I answered 'no' to that. That's why I became king, right?"

"…Yeah, but still."

As Ritz struggled with words and actions he couldn't comprehend, Edward just smiled wryly.

"This is still just something I've been thinking about in my own head. You're only the second person I've told."

Ritz knew who the other person was. Edward's foster brother, the nagging but thoughtful Prime Minister who had served as a chaperone for both Ritz and Edward…

"…What did Shasta say?"

"You can imagine without me telling you, can't you?"

"'What foolishness are you spouting, Your Highness Edward?!' Right?"

At Ritz's words, Edward laughed.

"Exactly. But he's gotten old, so he's not so cute about it anymore. It was more like, 'Your Highness Edward, are you aware of your position? You are, for better or worse, the king who rules this country! If you are serious in what you say, then I, Shasta, shall stake my life to stop you.'"

"I see… But it means the same thing, doesn't it?"

"That it does."

After a moment of laughter, Ritz deliberately returned to the topic at hand.

"So what does that have to do with this whole affair?"

"Even things I've kept secret get leaked somewhere. That's the terrifying thing about the royal court. When the time comes for a king to change, someone always manages to steal information, no matter how. Even from a conversation in a room with just me and Shasta. On top of that, it seems this particular story somehow reached my elder brother."

Ritz scowled.

"…And?"

"Next, they use that information to spread rumors. That the king has apparently said such-and-such. And then you get people who are swayed by it."

He was starting to get it. In other words, the king was changing, but the throne would be passed not to his son, but to whoever could clear a trial. This meant that anyone with royal blood was being led to believe they had a non-zero chance.

For those who were smoldering under Edward's just rule, it would be convenient to place someone on the throne who would do their bidding.

To that end, if they could do away with the inconveniently fair king who would act as judge, and install their own puppets to decide the victor, they could get whomever they wanted on the throne.

To ensure they didn't miss that opportunity, they needed to do some groundwork behind the scenes… That seemed to be the gist of it.

"When Shasta learned of this, he was furious and tried to find the person spreading the rumors, but he hit a wall. But he did manage to discover that the person was a member of the royal family."

"How?"

Edward gave a small shrug. Apparently, it wasn't by Shasta's own efforts.

"A thief broke into the treasury."

"…What's that got to do with anything?"

Edward continued, his face grimacing as if he'd bitten into something bitter.

"The thief ransacked the treasury but was found by the guards and captured. Everything the thief took was returned to the treasury. That should have been the end of it, but for some reason, one item had vanished. Of course, the thief didn't have it on him."

Ritz waited silently for him to continue. Edward seemed to be thinking about something for a moment before letting out a sigh and continuing his story.

"It's an artifact passed down in the royal family. It's called the *Infinite Nightmare*."

"*Infinite Nightmare*? What's that?"

"It's something only the royal family knows about. To put it simply, it's a magical item created to punish members of the royal family."

Ritz tilted his head. Just because he knew it was stolen, how could he be sure a royal was the one who spread the rumor?

"So what?"

"Even if you saw the *Infinite Nightmare*, you wouldn't have any idea what it's used for. It looks like a piece of junk. The number of people who know it has any value to steal is extremely small."

"Huh."

Indeed, that meant the only person who would take it would be someone who knew its purpose.

"So, what kind of thing is it?"

At Ritz's question, Edward shrugged.

"I don't know."

"You don't know, you…"

As Ritz was left speechless, Edward gave a wry smile.

"It's been sealed away for a long time. All that's known is that it's small enough to fit in the palm of your hand, it's made of crystal, and it's a labyrinth that can trap a person's consciousness inside."

"Is it old?"

"Extremely. Apparently from the dawn of the kingdom."

"The dawn…"

That meant it was from a time when the Yuresla Kingdom Calendar had not yet reached a thousand years. It was currently the year 1572, so that was over a thousand years ago.

"I don't know which king it was, but there was once a king in the Yuresla Kingdom who was the strictest of them all. He supposedly had a famous spirit user who lived in these lands create the item for him, but the spirit user's name has not been passed down."

Ritz listened to Edward's voice while gazing at his own faint reflection in the amber liquid swaying in the glass in Edward's hand.

"The king was strict with himself and demanded the same of the other royals. It's said that if a royal committed even the slightest sin, he would have them judge themselves using that item."

"Some kind of torture device?"

"Who knows. According to the records, any royal who behaved in a manner unbefitting of their station would have their consciousness drawn into the item."

To have one's consciousness drawn in… He couldn't imagine it.

"If the person whose consciousness was taken managed to escape the *Infinite Nightmare* by their own power, they would appear before the king and be forgiven their crime."

"Huh. So some people did get out."

"Of course. But it seems more often than not, they couldn't escape. Those who failed were unable to regain their consciousness and were said to have been left as empty shells for the rest of their lives."

"That's terrifying."

Having never seen the real thing, Ritz could only sigh, unable to imagine it.

Edward wet his throat with bourbon. Ritz, remembering his own drink, drained the glass in his hand. The rich aroma filled his nostrils.

It was a high-quality distilled spirit. It was strange for something like this to be in an abandoned village. As he rolled the aftertaste around in his mouth, Edward's voice once again reached his ears.

"Because of the king's temperament, the royals and nobles greatly feared and obeyed him. After his death, the item was strictly sealed in the treasury by the next king, and no one has seen it since."

"So its very form was forgotten."

"Exactly. But every generation, those with a claim to the throne are taught how to use the item, and when they become king, they are taught how to free themselves from it."

"Why?"

"If some wicked person were to misuse it and leave the king an empty shell, the country would fall to ruin, wouldn't it?"

"Hm, well, yeah, I guess so."

"Right. And currently, the only one who knows how to use it is my elder brother. Which means the culprit is…"

"…Stewart, the false king…"

"Precisely."

He got it now. He understood how they were able to identify the culprit who stole from the treasury. In the entire kingdom, the only ones who knew how to use it were Edward and his elder brother Stewart, who had usurped the title of king.

But if he knew how to use it, he should also know that the king knew how to get out. Which made Ritz wonder how he intended to use it.

"…What's he planning to do by stealing that?"

Ritz stared intently at Edward's face, unable to comprehend Stewart's actions.

"It seems his plan is to trap me inside. I would use a different method, personally."

"You? Even though you can get out, Ed?"

Edward nodded with a wry smile.

"Apparently, my brother doesn't know that. He was at war constantly since becoming king. It's no surprise he wouldn't know."

Edward smiled wryly. The ones who had started that war were none other than the revolutionary army, with Edward and Ritz at its center.

"Besides, he probably doesn't want to admit that I have more knowledge than he does."

Edward has two older brothers. The eldest, Stewart, and the second, Richard. Initially, it was Stewart who inherited the throne and called himself king.

But Richard lost his life in the civil war, and Stewart was not so much deposed as he was confined to the countryside with the years he reigned as king completely erased from history.

It seemed this was the man involved in the incident. Stirred by the rumors, several discontented nobles were likely working behind the scenes, scrambling to place someone with the blood of Stewart or the deceased Richard on the throne.

But they still hadn't figured out who.

"He was a crown prince, for all his faults. We can't just send the Military Police or inspectors after him. And there's no one in a position above him… except for me."

At Edward's self-deprecating tone, Ritz understood his entire plan. For anyone who knew the man named Edward, hearing this story meant his goal was singular.

Edward's true objective was to punish his own brother with his own hands. Without involving anyone else, he intended to use himself as bait to bring the curtain down on the civil war he himself had started.

With his one and only partner, who had been with him from before the war and throughout it.

"Shasta tried to stop you, didn't he?"

Reading the understanding in Ritz's face, Edward gave a defiant smile.

"Well, yeah. But a letter conveniently arrived from an old friend, so I decided to get you involved. In the first place, if your letter hadn't come, I wouldn't have resorted to this method."

"So what if I hadn't been here?"

"Good question. I probably would have mobilized all the inspectors and the Military Police and crushed them from the bottom up over time."

Ritz was speechless. That would have been far safer. Ritz knew Stewart too; he was a man who couldn't do anything on his own, without pawns to do his bidding.

"What were you thinking, Ed…"

When he sighed, Edward raised his glass cheerfully and laughed.

"Maybe I think more highly of my son than I thought. If I die but there are no worries for the future, he'll manage somehow. No, maybe it's Shasta and Patty I have faith in?"

The two names they mentioned were the Prime Minister and the Queen… Edward's wife. Both were familiar faces to Ritz.

"…Did you bring this up knowing I couldn't refuse?"

When he said it with a sigh, Edward laughed at him. That was probably the truth of it.

"What choice did I have? You and I started that civil war together. It's only natural we end it together."

Put that way, he couldn't argue. When the civil war began, Ritz was already on the battlefield with Edward as a hero. Ritz knew everything, from the skirmishes before the war even started.

If he said they started it together, he supposed it was true.

"Somehow, I feel like I've been thoroughly used…"

After clicking his tongue, Ritz downed the remaining bourbon in his glass.

"That you have. But I didn't want to involve your companions. And to think they were children. I feel bad for them."

At those words, which couldn't hide a tinge of bitterness, Ritz fell silent.

When Ritz left Edward, he was with a mercenary company. Edward probably couldn't even imagine that the Ritz who had departed under those circumstances would now be traveling with children.

That must have been why Edward had confirmed it with Ritz after they'd repelled the bandits.

*'If it comes to a point where you must cut someone down, can you do it in front of your wards?'*… he had asked.

Ritz silently poured more bourbon into his glass. Knowing the situation would become dangerous, could he protect those two? And in a worst-case scenario, could he get them to safety?

The thought weighed heavily on him.

Ritz had already lived for a sufficiently long time. More than enough.

But Anna and Franz were still so young. He couldn't let them lose their lives in a place like this.

They still had a future. Not an uncertain future like his, but a future of hope.

Could he protect all three of them, with his own two hands?

A faint anxiety stabbed at his chest, but he kept it to himself, letting out a small sigh.

"So what do you think he'll do?"

When he muttered the question, Edward gave a wry smile.

"He'll probably try to trap all four of us in there together."

True, it was unlikely he wouldn't use the thing he went to all the trouble of stealing. But Edward knew how to get out.

"Then teach me how to get out, too."

When he asked lightly, Edward shook his head.

"Impossible, Ritz."

"Why not?"

Edward sighed.

"Someone of the royal bloodline can get out."

"Huh?"

"You can use royal blood to get outside. In other words, only someone with royal blood can escape from there."

Ritz, Franz, and Anna were all commoners. They didn't have a single drop of royal blood flowing in their veins.

"Then what happens to us?"

"I don't know. But in the records I searched again, it seems many people who weren't of royal blood have also made it out. I have no idea what happens inside."

"…So in other words, we have to get out on our own?"

"Exactly. And once you escape, my brother and his collaborators should be there. I'll get out a bit ahead of you. I'll wait for you there. I'll try to stall them somehow, so do your best to get out."

Ritz realized that the vague, unpleasant feeling he'd had was right on the money.

"What're you gonna do if we can't get out?"

"Then both you and I will be empty shells, or dead."

"Isn't there any hint on how to get out?"

Edward stared back at Ritz with his pale, light-blue eyes. From that look alone, he somehow knew the answer.

There was probably no such thing.

But contrary to his expectations, Edward muttered as if recalling something.

"Come to think of it, I heard something like this. 'If one trapped in the *Infinite Nightmare* possesses the qualifications of a true king, they shall be released'… or so it's said."

"What the hell is that…"

Ritz was at a loss. In the end, didn't that just mean you had to have royal blood? But Edward didn't seem to think so.

"I don't think the qualifications of a true king are about royal blood. If that were the case, all royals would get out safely, right? But there are many royals who couldn't get out. On the other hand, many non-royals have managed to escape. Besides, if royals could get out unconditionally, why are kings taught a way out?"

It was true. The fact that the king, the pinnacle of royalty, was taught a method of escape meant it was a measure to ensure the king could get out if he were ever trapped.

"So what do you think the qualifications are, Ed?"

At Ritz's question, Edward made a gesture as if to say he was at a loss.

"This is no time for jokes!"

"I really am at a loss. But it probably has something to do with the kingly qualities of the person who enters. Watching you, Anna, and Franz, I realized something. Maybe if the three of you are together, you might have what it takes."

"…What's your basis for that?"

"Anna can compensate for your negative aspects, and Franz can compensate for Anna's lack of caution. And you can compensate for Franz's fear. In the first place, there's never been a story of multiple people entering the *Infinite Nightmare*. So maybe the three of you will be recognized as one person."

"Kingly qualities, huh…"

Ritz remembered Edward from when they first met. From the very beginning, Edward had something different about him.

Eyes of wisdom that saw into the far distance, and an air of confidence. He couldn't help but feel that those were things the three of them lacked.

As Ritz fell into thought, Edward smiled apologetically.

"My apologies. I never thought my brother would make a move now. It was my own naivety."

He knew Edward's anguish, so he couldn't just walk away. Besides, a part of him felt like he knew this would happen.

If it was Edward who started the struggle for the throne, and it was Edward's duty to end it, then Ritz honestly felt it was his duty to see it through to the end.

Even after all this time and distance, Ritz was still aware that he was Edward Baldia's right-hand man.

That awareness had only grown stronger by spending time together. There was no way Ritz could walk away now.

"When do you think they'll make their move?"

"Sometime tonight."

"So, when we wake up, we'll be inside that thing."

"Probably."

If they fled the mansion right now, they could avoid getting involved. But then they wouldn't be able to get to the mastermind. That would be meaningless.

He wanted to let Anna and Franz escape, but that would alert them. So for tonight, it would be best to pretend they knew nothing and sleep quietly.

He truly felt sorry for Anna and Franz, but he would have to ask them to help Edward.

He couldn't say cool things like it was for the good of the country, but he felt that the two of them would understand.

"Guess I've got no choice. I'll let myself get dragged into it. But in exchange, you better pay up big once we get to the Royal Capital."

At Ritz's cheerful declaration, Edward also laughed.

"Of course I'll pay up. I'll give you a reward and a position."

"I don't need a position!"

With the atmosphere finally lightening, the two poured more bourbon and clinked their glasses.

"A toast to the success of this operation."

At Ritz's bright toast, Edward laughed, then muttered seriously.

"Let's hope we both make it through this in one piece."

"Yeah, you're right."

When they awoke from their night's sleep, the labyrinth, the *Infinite Nightmare*, would awaken as well… That was the only future they knew.

In a dark, draftless basement, the flames of candles flickered and swayed. Was it the tense breathing of the people here that made the air tremble?

"There is no turning back, you know?"

The hooded man stared at the other man.

"I am aware. My life is short. There is no point in fearing now. If I do not strike a blow against that man, I cannot die in peace."

His throat seemed to have been damaged, for the old man whispered in a hoarse voice.

"I have allowed them to enjoy their last supper. It is my mercy. They should be satisfied."

At the center of a circle of ten candles was a multifaceted object like a mirror. It swayed and cast off light in time with the flames.

That form… was undoubtedly the *Infinite Nightmare*.

"Well then, Your Highness, shall we begin?"

The hooded man, in a tone both respectful and threatening, urged the man on and handed him a small knife. Without so much as looking at the ornately decorated knife, the man casually drew it from its sheath. He plunged the dully gleaming tip into his own finger without any hesitation, then pulled it out just as expressionlessly.

From the fresh wound, blood began to well up… drip by drip. The man seemed to feel no pain. Or perhaps even that pain was being replaced by the joy of the revenge to come…

As he let the oozing blood drip, drop by drop, onto the *Infinite Nightmare*, it began to glow beautifully, eventually illuminating the surroundings more brightly than the candle flames.

After a long period of being sealed, the *Infinite Nightmare* was quietly reawakening.

Into the silent room, a peal of laughter echoed—first low, then growing louder. It was the man who was laughing.

His pure white hair was a mess, and his eyes, buried in deep wrinkles, were bloodshot and gleaming with an eerie light.

"Edward!! Now is the time to taste the suffering I have endured!"
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			When they opened their eyes, they were in an alien landscape…

Right now, they were experiencing that feeling firsthand.

"What is this place~?"

"Why are we here?"

Ritz and Edward could only offer wry smiles at Anna and Franz's simultaneous shouts. Explaining it wasn't something that could be done in a single sentence.

They had certainly gone to sleep in their beds last night, yet sometime in between, the four of them had entered this labyrinth. Even Ritz and Edward, who knew the circumstances, were surprised, so telling the others to calm down was asking the impossible.

Still, he tried to lighten the mood with a joke.

"Maybe you moved in your sleep?"

"I'm not that restless of a sleeper!"

It seemed his attempt at evasion was completely ineffective. Anna's cheeks puffed out in a pout, while Franz's face flushed red with anger.

"Ritz, Edward-san, where are we?"

Franz pressed him, his tone just as frantic as his initial shout.

"Even if you ask me where…"

Ritz sighed and scratched his head.

The four of them were currently in a pure white space where it was difficult to grasp any sense of distance.

Lined up everywhere, as if created by some strange artist, were equally white toys. Their sizes varied wildly; there was a puzzle ring larger than Ritz, and a tiny maze board that could fit on a fingertip.

The four of them were standing in the center of all these toys.

They couldn't even tell if the white space had an end or not, and it was enough to make one dizzy.

Even for Ritz, who had spent a long time as a mercenary and a wanderer, this was the first time he'd seen such a space. If Edward hadn't told him about it, he would have been embarrassingly, completely confused.

Suddenly, Edward's hand came to rest on his shoulder. When he looked over, Ritz received silent pressure from Edward telling him, *You're their companion, so you explain it.*

With a reluctant nod, he turned back to Anna and Franz.

"Uhm, okay, I'll explain. It all started with…"

"Moo, you're so slow~."

"Spare us the preamble and hurry it up, Ritz."

As Ritz was speaking, still trying to figure out where to begin, Anna stomped her foot and Franz closed in on him.

*No choice, then.*

"Alright, I'll be direct. We're inside a labyrinth called the *Infinite Nightmare*."

"The *Infinite Nightmare*?!"

Their voices overlapped. The name alone was enough for them to sense its eeriness. The two of them stared fixedly at Ritz, silently waiting for him to continue. Left with no choice, he gave them a simple summary.

"Yep. It originally belonged to the royal family, and somehow, this fool Edward here managed to get it stolen. So the king himself came to take responsibility and get the labyrinth back."

This time, Ritz's overly simple explanation left them with unconvinced looks, but Franz and Anna nodded for now. However, there was one person who didn't nod. Edward, of course.

"Who are you calling a fool? Say that again."

"Ow ow ow ow, stop it, Ed."

Ritz complained as his ear was pinched. Franz's spear extended between the two of them with a sharp *shing*, cutting through their endless clowning. The tip of the blade stopped perfectly between them, as if measured.

"…"

As they fell silent in their current positions, Franz's cold, indignant voice pierced through them.

"…You can either continue your explanation, or you can choose to be stabbed by me. Whichever you prefer."

This guy really couldn't take a joke.

But if he said that out loud, Ritz would definitely be the one to get stabbed, so he cleared his throat to cover it up. Edward let go of Ritz's ear and stepped back, looking around the space with curiosity as if nothing had happened.

*Seriously, pushing it all on me and then acting so carefree.*

"…Right, I'll continue the explanation."

Though he felt resentful toward Edward, Ritz cleared his throat once more and continued.

Franz retracted his spear as quietly as he had extended it. Perhaps this extendable spear would see more use for this kind of thing than for actual combat.

He would very much like to avoid that.

"This labyrinth was originally created by a strict king from long ago, apparently."

Ritz relayed what he had heard from Edward the previous night, omitting the crucial parts.

The omitted parts were, of course, that there was no way out, and that if they couldn't escape, they would become empty shells.

"So basically, they used this labyrinth to test if someone had a personality befitting a royal, and if they did, their crime would be forgiven."

After Ritz's long explanation finished, Anna and Franz sighed.

"Ritz, what exactly is a 'personality befitting a royal'?"

At Anna's reasonable question, Ritz could only scratch his head.

"I've never been born into royalty, so…"

Franz was shaking his head, looking dazed. If it were just a regular labyrinth, it would be simple enough to just get out. But a labyrinth that questioned one's royal qualities… he likely had no idea what to do.

That was true for everyone here.

"We've got a member of the royal family right here. Why don't you try asking him?"

At Ritz's suggestion, Anna and Franz looked up as if just remembering.

"Ed-san, what is a personality befitting a royal?"

At Anna's direct question, even Edward seemed at a loss for words.

He had been king for thirty-five years, but he had probably never considered the qualities of royalty in a formal way. To begin with, qualities were something one was born with, not something one acquired later.

However, Edward knew full well how to rule a country as its sovereign.

"That's a difficult question. I can only speak to the qualities a king should possess, but will that suffice?"

"Yes!"

Franz also listened in on their conversation.

"First, be sincere toward your people."

"…Sincere."

Franz took notes as he listened.

"Face hardship with courage. Judge injustice and evil equally, without discriminating between the privileged and the common folk. Rewards should also be given equally. Possess ears that can distinguish between right and wrong."

Anna's expression gradually became troubled. She was probably having a hard time understanding so many things listed out like that. Perhaps sensing this, just as Ritz had, Edward's tone gradually softened.

"Also, avoid war as much as possible, don't tax too heavily, manage the populace properly, maintain hospitals, and support the church. In short, it means treating all your subjects with a father's love."

Seeing their utterly perplexed faces, Edward concluded with that. It was certainly the easiest way to understand.

"A father, huh?"

As expected, Anna was deeply convinced.

"…How does that relate to the labyrinth, I wonder."

Franz, who had been taking notes, paused his hand, his expression still one of confusion. Contemplating their bewilderment and the task ahead, they all fell silent.

Casting his gaze around, Ritz saw a set of pure white chess pieces in the pure white space. Fighting with those would be quite a challenge. Next to the chess set was a rocking horse large enough for all four of them to ride.

It was a dizzying sight, as if the concept of distance didn't exist.

"I think I'm going crazy…"

When he muttered this, Anna nodded deeply.

"My brain feels like it's turning into pudding~."

"Right?"

As the two of them sighed, the top of a particularly tall, circular platform in the center began to glow faintly.

"What's that?! …Could it be a ghost?"

Anna, once again the first to notice, let out a bizarre shriek. Franz froze at the sound.

From what he'd seen so far, Franz was likely not a fan of ghosts and apparitions.

"What is it?"

Forgetting to even move, they all watched the form intently. Then, before their eyes, the faint light began to take shape. It seemed to be gradually forming into a human figure.

They were speechless at the strange sight.

By the time the group had regained their composure, the shadow had transformed into the figure of a young man wearing a white robe.

But the man didn't move or speak at all; he remained perfectly still. No matter which angle they viewed him from, he just looked like a normal, motionless man.

"Is this a person?"

When Ritz approached and reached out a hand to the man, it passed right through the translucent, glowing figure.

"…"

There was nothing there, yet it felt faintly warm… As Ritz instinctively pulled his hand back, the translucent man spoke to him. Though his form was transparent, his voice was clear.

"My name is Artis. I am the spirit user who created this labyrinth, and the guide to its trials."

The translucent man, wrapped in his robe, gazed at the four of them. His all-seeing eyes were his most defining feature.

His straight, brown hair, cut bluntly at his shoulders, served to soften his impression somewhat.

If you took away the sharpness from this translucent man, he felt similar to someone else. Anna, noticing it first, nudged Franz.

"Franz, he looks like Orphe-san, doesn't he~?"

Now that Anna mentioned it, he did look a little similar. But their auras were completely different. Orphe always seemed sleepy, the type to have a vague, goofy grin on his face. Franz's bewildered impression probably wasn't much different from Ritz's.

"It's just your imagination, Anna. Their atmospheres are totally different."

"You think so~…"

But while they were having this exchange, the man who called himself Artis continued speaking. It seemed he couldn't hear their conversation at all.

"This person is so calm. He doesn't even care that we're talking."

What Anna sensed was the man's strangely inorganic way of speaking.

"That's true. Maybe he can't hear us."

Edward, noticing Anna and Franz's puzzled expressions, explained.

"He's probably just saying things that were decided beforehand. He likely doesn't see or hear anything else."

If anyone entered this labyrinth, this man's form would naturally appear and give the same explanation, regardless of who it was.

There was no way to confirm it, since no one who had entered before was still alive.

"First, I shall show you the form of this labyrinth."

As the man said this, the white walls that had seemed to stretch on forever suddenly turned transparent, revealing the surrounding scenery. Ritz gasped.

They had been in a pure white space until now, but it was as if they were standing in the middle of a plateau.

"…Are we outside?"

At Anna's murmur, Edward shook his head.

"It seems not. Look, the toys are also transparent like glass, and you can see the scenery beyond them."

"! You're right…"

As they all held their breath, the man's voice entered their ears with a strange clarity.

"O travelers of my labyrinth, listen well. This world is the world of men. It is your world, and yet it is not your world. Here, you will be tested to see if you are worthy of ruling the world. Therefore, I shall grant you the powers you normally possess."

As the man finished speaking, a greatsword fell before Ritz. It was the well-used sword he always carried. Edward was likewise given a sword. A spear of flame descended before Franz. And for Anna, the spirit bow and arrow fell.

"What you are about to experience is a trial to test whether you are worthy of being king. You must overcome it with your own wisdom and strength."

"Wisdom and strength…"

Franz muttered quietly and wrote the words down on a piece of paper.

"This labyrinth has rooms for its beginning and its end. If you overcome the trials in this world, you will naturally return here. But if you cannot, you will live in that world for eternity."

"So that's what becoming an empty shell means…"

At the man's words, Edward muttered. The tension of having embarked on a life-or-death gamble finally began to well up within him.

Could Ritz really get Anna and Franz out, and save Edward who had gone on ahead?

"My explanation is complete. When you are ready, call out to me."

With that, the man who called himself Artis stopped moving once again. The explanation was over. All that was left was to do it.

Ritz looked at Edward, who had been surveying their surroundings.

"…Ed, what are you going to do?"

"Could we speak for a moment, just the two of us?"

Feeling an unapproachable gravity in Edward's serious gaze, Franz and Anna exchanged a glance before looking over at them. Ritz gave the two a nod.

"Sorry about this."

"It's fine. We'll wait here."

Anna said with a smile, then looked at Franz. Franz nodded as well.

"My apologies, Franz, Anna."

With a smile that was almost a grimace, Edward slowly walked to the other side of the giant rocking horse. From here, neither Franz nor Anna could be seen. After confirming this, Ritz spoke.

"…So, you're really going, aren't you?"

"…Yeah."

"Are you really planning to buy us time?"

"Of course. I can't just drag you into this and leave it at that. They're both young. They still have a future ahead of them."

Ritz scowled and groaned.

"Are you an idiot? You'll be alone in the heart of enemy territory. You'll be playing right into their hands. There's no way you'll get out of there safely."

Sensing Ritz's worry, Edward lightly patted his shoulder.

"If I'm killed, my son, the crown prince, will immediately succeed me. That would be a problem for them, too. So they'll surely try to make me sign a document of abdication, stipulating that the throne will be given to whoever wins the trial. That's why they won't kill me recklessly."

"…You think so? I have my doubts."

Ritz's suspicion was Edward's suspicion. But looking at his face, it was clear that it would be difficult to change Edward's mind.

"If I could go out instead, I'd round them all up in one go…"

"You probably could. But unfortunately, you don't have royal blood."

Edward was strangely calm. For some reason, that attitude bothered Ritz. It was scary, as if Edward was… rushing to his death.

"We'll get out as fast as we can, all four of us. Then we'll crush the enemy. Can't we do that?"

"No. My brother is likely in a moment of carelessness, banking on the fact that we can't get out right away. That's the best time to strike."

He understood the logic. But he had a feeling it was the most dangerous option, and he didn't like it. As Ritz bit his lip, Edward smiled at him.

"I want to talk to my brother. I want to know if thirty-five years of confinement can change a person, if he's gained anything. This is a gamble of sorts."

"…Are you serious?"

"I'm serious."

Silence weighed down on the two of them.

From Ritz's perspective, they were already past the point of discussion. Perhaps even Edward understood that.

But Edward's will to go out alone, confront them, and buy time was firm.

"Why are you going this far? You could just come with us and we'll confront them together."

But Edward just smiled. It seemed he had already made some kind of resolution.

"The enemy isn't just one person, Ed. You know that, right?"

"I know."

After a moment of silence, staring into space, Edward turned to Ritz, his face filled with the same unwavering resolve as in the old days, and smiled at him—who probably had a face full of anxiety and anger.

"Ritz, I've entrusted Shasta with the documents for succession to the next king. If anything happens to me, I want you and Shasta to take care of this country."

"Don't be stupid! What can I, a mere mercenary, do?!"

At Edward's resigned words, he had shouted back in anger. After all this time, they had finally reunited, and now he was being asked to watch him die. He absolutely hated it.

But Edward was unshaken.

"You're no mere mercenary. You should know that."

"Like hell I do!"

"Calm down, Ritz Alster."

"Hngh…"

In Edward's eyes, as calm as a ripple-less water surface, there was no hesitation. Ritz unconsciously clenched his fists. He couldn't find the words to argue back.

He had not yet been relieved of his duties as minister by Edward. Even though they were best friends, the fact that he was a minister, and a part of him was a subordinate, existed firmly within him.

But Ritz just couldn't understand why he, the king, had to go this far.

"…Ritz, to prevent a war, you have to nip the bud."

"…"

As Ritz remained speechless, Edward spoke calmly.

"I'll only be king for a few more years anyway. After that, my son will succeed me. And my son will be a reasonably good king."

Edward continued to speak in a tone that made it hard to tell if he was being serious or joking. Ritz couldn't bring himself to interrupt.

"That's why I want to see through the conclusion of what I believed in. Can't you understand?"

Watching Edward's face as he muttered, reminiscing about the distant past, Ritz finally began to understand what he was hung up on.

Regret.

Regret for his past self, who couldn't bring things to a complete conclusion… That was what was driving him. He looked like this, but he was a man with a strong sense of responsibility.

In the past, he had not completely nipped the bud of war. He believed people could change, and had Stewart live in confinement to learn about people.

But because of that, his brother now had the potential to start another war in Yuresla. He probably wouldn't be able to seize the throne, but there would be a corresponding amount of damage.

Edward wanted to avoid that, somehow.

"…Alright. I'll do my best to get out of here as quickly as possible, too."

Edward was a stubborn man. In this situation, it didn't seem like anything Ritz could say would change his mind.

"Sorry, Ritz. I'm counting on you."

"Yeah…"

Ritz sighed. He couldn't be stopped anymore. It was a fifty-fifty gamble as to what would happen.

"…Don't you dare die. I won't allow you to die!"

"I won't die. Who do you think I am?"

He stared at Edward, and Edward looked back at him with eyes full of confidence.

Ritz knew that Edward would never break a promise he made. So he knew he had no choice but to believe in him. Still, anxiety and the frustration of being unable to do anything welled up.

As he clenched his fist and looked down, Edward's voice reached his ears.

"I'm counting on you, partner."

When he looked up with a start, Edward had quietly taken out the knife he was holding and made a small cut on his finger.

As the ruby-red blood that welled up dripped onto the floor, he could see a ring of light spreading out from it.

"I am Edward, King of Yuresla. In my name, I command you: release me from this labyrinth."

Edward's body began to emit light. As he stared in astonishment, Edward, wearing his usual confident smile, faded and disappeared into the light before his eyes.

Only silence remained.

When he came to his senses and looked around, Edward was nowhere to be seen. There wasn't even a trace of the blood he had spilled. As if Edward had never been there in the first place, even the evidence of his presence had been cleanly erased.

Ritz clenched his fist again.

"You damn fool…"

During the civil war, Edward had spared only Stewart, letting him live. The reason for that was, of course, not just mercy. The person pulling the strings behind the civil war had been a member of the Clan of Darkness, which had complicated the situation.

This was, in every sense, a revolutionary war, and it stemmed from the fact that its leaders were heroes of the common people.

The fair and just heroes of the common people's revolution couldn't bring themselves to kill a pitiful man who had only been manipulated.

After the civil war, Stewart was imprisoned in a certain mansion in the distant Lake District. The lord of that mansion was, of course, someone who had sided with Edward during the war.

What Edward imposed on the confined Stewart was to learn about the lives of the people, and to re-examine himself as someone who was not royalty. To that end, during the busy farming season, he had him help the farmers with their work.

At the time, Stewart had no children, so by confining him, his bloodline was supposed to die out, and that should have been the end of everything. And indeed, for the past thirty-five years, the kingdom had been peaceful.

And yet… why had it come to this now? How did it come to this? What's more, because Ritz had returned, Edward had made a gamble that put his life in danger.

At this rate, Ritz himself was like a walking plague.

Ritz stood facing the giant puzzle ring and unleashed his aimless emotions on it with all his might. Despite being a toy, the massive puzzle ring showed no signs of breaking.

This frustration was surely directed at himself. If he hadn't returned, maybe Edward wouldn't have made such a dangerous gamble.

After a while of leaning against the wall, he felt a gaze and turned around.

There stood Anna, looking at him with a slightly frightened expression, and he instantly came to his senses.

That's right. If Edward was fighting outside, then his top priority was to get his two wards out of here.

If they couldn't get out, Edward's life would be in danger, and the lives of the two young people would end here as well.

He couldn't let Anna and Franz become empty shells here. Ritz let out a deep sigh, a smile playing on his lips as he looked at Anna.

"Sorry, did I startle you?"

Anna just shook her head silently. He had never shown his emotions so openly in front of her before, so he must have thoroughly frightened her.

He had intended to always maintain the face of a guardian in front of his wards, but what a miscalculation.

Ritz smiled wryly and scratched his head. Anna spoke to him, her voice hesitant.

"…What happened to Ed-san?"

Anna's gaze wandered around the white space. Edward had disappeared from a place with no exits, so it was no wonder she was curious. But not knowing what to say, Ritz gave a simple answer.

"Hm… he went home."

"Home?"

To the two surprised faces, Ritz explained Edward's situation and the task they had been given. By the time he finished, even Anna was at a loss for words, and Franz fell silent, his face pale.

"…So, if we can't get out, Edward-san will be killed?"

"Yeah, the possibility is high."

"Is that all?"

Franz, looking quite pale, asked hesitantly. Anna was also leaning forward. Despite their ignorance, they seemed to have sensed something serious.

"You're sharp, Franz. You might regret asking, you know."

When he said this with a threatening tone and a smile, Franz took a step back. But it seemed that both Franz and Anna couldn't bear not to know at this point.

"…Tell us."

To Franz, who had spoken as if he had made up his mind, Ritz remained silent for a moment before replying in a low voice with a sigh. There was no point in hiding it anymore.

"If Ed dies, there's a possibility of a civil war."

"…"

Franz's shoulders slumped, and he staggered as he sat down on one of the scattered toys.

Franz probably regretted asking from the bottom of his heart. But Anna had a look on her face as if she still wasn't quite convinced, and after tilting her head, she pressed Ritz.

"Why would someone who was a crown prince do such a terrible thing?"

"Because he couldn't become king."

"That's weird! Starting a war over that is definitely weird!"

"You're right. It is weird. That's why Ed is going to fight, all by himself."

"…Yeah."

"What we can do is get to Ed as soon as possible and fight them. Otherwise, there'd be no point in him buying us time."

That was right. If they didn't get out of this labyrinth while he was buying time, even if they did get out, all that would be waiting for them was Edward's dead body.

The thought of that happening was enough to drive him mad with terror, so he decided not to think about it.

He had spent thirty-five years running from the fear of his best friend's death. If that friend died at his feet, he wouldn't be able to recover.

"I know it's bad that this has become a matter of the country's fate. But I want to save Ed."

He stated it plainly and looked at the two of them. They both had serious expressions. But Anna looked up at Ritz and met his gaze.

"I want to save Ed-san, too!"

No matter the situation, Anna's positivity was a small comfort. Normally, one would be terrified in this situation, but Anna was always positive and straightforward.

Ritz lightly placed his hand on Anna's head. Instead of apologizing or offering words of thanks, he just stroked her head. When he looked at Franz, Franz's tense expression hadn't changed, but it seemed he had steeled his resolve.

To ease their tension, Ritz laughed brightly.

"Well, don't think too hard about it. Just think of it as helping out a foolish friend. It'll be easier on you."

Anna took a deep breath to calm herself, and Franz sighed before shaking his head. Eventually, Anna looked up and smiled brightly.

"Let's go, Ritz!"

At Anna's words, Ritz nodded.

"Yeah. For now, if we can just get out of this labyrinth, things will work out somehow. …Besides, Ed's not the type to die so easily."

With a sense of tension, the three exchanged glances. They would save themselves, and they would save Edward. Their minds were made up.

"Alright, let's go."

At Ritz's words, Anna nodded. Franz also nodded, his expression still tense.

"Artis, we're ready. Give us our trial!"

At Ritz's call, Artis, who had been motionless until now, began to move.

"Understood. I shall now deploy the other world."

With Artis's words, the toys all around them began to emit light. The brilliance was so intense that Ritz shielded his eyes with his palm. He heard Anna's murmur.

"It's so bright…"

With their eyes closed, the ground beneath their feet began to sway unsteadily like water, and the three of them couldn't keep their balance, tumbling to the floor.

Eventually, the shaking stopped, and the light faded. When they cautiously opened their eyes, spread out before them was the scenery of the hill they had seen outside the white world earlier.

This time, the wind was blowing, and the scent of greenery was in the air. It seemed to be the real world. He couldn't understand why this was called another world. Hadn't they simply stepped outside Laria's mansion?

"…We're still inside the labyrinth, right?"

Anna whispered as if for confirmation. It was indeed a vast world, so much so that it was hard to believe they were inside a labyrinth.

"…Yeah, we're inside the labyrinth."

Answering her, Ritz looked up at the scene spreading before him. A blue sky stretched above them, and a field of grass and trees lay at their feet. The chirping of birds and the scent of the wind were all just as they would be in reality.

How could any part of this be inside a labyrinth?

Only the voice of the now-unseen Artis spoke to the three of them.

"If you are truly people who can save others, you should be able to exit this labyrinth."

After saying something intriguing, Artis fell silent. As Ritz tilted his head, Anna repeated his words.

"'People who can save others?' What does that mean?"

"It might be the most necessary quality for a king." Ritz muttered this as he gazed at the city visible in the far distance. After staring for a while with his better-than-human eyesight, Ritz noticed something and his eyes widened.

"This is… the Royal Capital."

The cityscape spreading before them looked like any other large city, but he recognized the hill on which a large castle stood. And that castle was the same as the one he remembered.

"The Royal Capital?"

Anna and Franz's eyes widened. Come to think of it, neither of them had ever seen the Royal Capital.

"It's the Royal Capital from a long time ago. Probably long before I was born, maybe even close to a thousand years ago."

Anna and Franz stared in surprise.

"How did you know?"

Asked Anna, and Ritz explained with a wry smile.

"Because the castle in the center of the city is almost the same as it is now. And it's brand new. The current castle is old and has been repaired in places. For it to be this clean, it has to be from the past. Besides, the current Royal Capital is a vast city centered around that castle. The fact that there's only this small town means it's from the early days of the kingdom."

"I see…"

It was mostly a guess, but being so impressed made him feel a little awkward. He had a feeling the time period was about right, but unlike Edward, Ritz hated studying, so he didn't know the details.

It was best to move on before they questioned him further.

"Well then, shall we go?"

With a murmur, Ritz started walking toward the city. Anna and Franz followed behind him. In just a dozen minutes or so, the three of them had reached the Royal Capital of the past.
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			"Still, there's nobody around…"

Ritz muttered as he looked around the city. No matter how much this was the past Royal Capital Sears, there couldn't possibly have been a time with so few people.

He needed to talk to someone, but even something that simple was going to be a struggle.

"Ritz, look! There's an old woman!"

Spotting an old woman sitting all alone, Anna pointed. It seemed their only option was to talk to her first.

"I'll go ask."

Before Ritz could say a word, Anna took off, her single braid bouncing as she ran with a light, springy step.

He had no idea what kind of world this was, but Anna was as energetic as ever. Not that he could imagine Anna losing her energy in the first place.

As he and Franz approached Anna and the old woman, he watched them. The old woman seemed to be ignoring Anna, not even looking up.

"Grandma, what's wrong? If something's bothering you, maybe I can help if you tell me about it?"

Anna peered at the old woman, asking gently.

Maybe she was wary of strangers. If so, it would probably be counterproductive for Ritz and Franz to get any closer if they wanted to get her to talk.

Ritz lightly tugged on Franz's shoulder, stopping him in his tracks. Franz looked puzzled, but he seemed to understand the intention and turned his gaze toward Anna and the others without a word.

After a few more questions from Anna, the old woman fearfully raised her head. Her face was completely exhausted. Looking closely, she seemed to have several cuts.

"I'll heal your injuries."

Anna said softly, then gently reached out her hand to the old woman's wounds and used her healing magic.

"Water Spirit, heal these wounds."

As her gently placed palm touched the wounds, a faint light emanated. Watching from behind, it was a familiar sight.

But Anna's reaction was a little strange. She kept tilting her head in confusion.

Regardless of Anna's odd behavior, the old woman's wounds seemed to have healed cleanly, just as they always did. The old woman bowed her head slightly and quietly expressed her gratitude to Anna.

"Thank you, you're a kind young lady. I have nothing to give you in return, I'm so sorry."

Peering into the old woman's sad eyes, Anna crouched down in front of her.

"Grandma, what's wrong?"

Seeing that she had calmed down, Anna asked the same question again, as if speaking to a child.

Eventually, the old woman began to mutter quickly, as if wary of her surroundings. Ritz's ears, due to their shape, could hear better than a human's, but he couldn't make it out.

Perhaps unable to hear her despite being close, Anna repeated the same question again. The old woman then looked up at Ritz and Franz, who were a little ways off, with fearful eyes.

He couldn't hear her quiet question to Anna, but he understood from Anna's reply.

"Those are my friends. It's okay!"

After answering cheerfully, Anna beckoned them over. The old woman still looked frightened, but Ritz wondered if it would be alright as he stood next to Anna. Franz followed suit, shuffling over.

The old woman, now the focus of three pairs of eyes, muttered something again. Her hoarse, weak, and rapid speech was hard to understand.

"Huh? What? I can't hear you."

"In the castle… there's an incarnation of evil, shrouded in darkness."

"…An incarnation of evil?"

Failing to grasp the meaning of the unexpected words, Ritz repeated them quietly under his breath. Meanwhile, the old woman covered her face in despair, groaning in a whisper filled with sighs.

"This country is finished."

"…What do you mean?"

As Anna turned to Ritz with a confused look, Ritz shook his head.

"Beats me."

He still didn't have enough information. He needed more, at any cost. As he thought this, Ritz tilted his head. This wasn't a real battlefield. It was a labyrinth meant to be entered alone.

He couldn't imagine being able to gather information freely, could he?

"So many people are suffering, but no one can do anything about it. I'm telling you for your own good, young lady, you should leave this country…"

The old woman's words grew even more despairing. Seeing her, the one to puff out her chest was, as expected, or perhaps it should be said, of course, Anna.

"I can't do that. It's wrong to run away when so many people are suffering!"

Ritz lightly pressed his forehead. Good grief, why did she always try to take on everything herself? He was well aware that this was Anna's personality, but he wished she would consider Ritz's position, having been entrusted with her by her adoptive father.

"Really? Will you really help us?"

As expected, the old woman's eyes were pleading, and she reached out to Anna as if seeking salvation. Anna nodded strongly, seriously.

"If there's anything troubling you, just say the word! I'll help."

How could he teach her not to make promises so easily? It was a real headache.

At Anna's confident words, the old woman covered her face.

"Please save my grandchild… He's dying…"

Anna's face hardened, and she stood up. There was no way Anna could refuse this.

"Really? Grandma, please show me the way!"

As Anna turned to him with eyes full of determination, Ritz nodded silently. Even if it was a fictional world, leaving someone to die would leave a bad taste in his mouth.

Besides, this was something created at the behest of a strict king by Artis. It was surely better to perform an act of kindness.

In the room the old woman led them to, a child covered in wounds lay. His breathing was shallow, and even to Ritz, who had seen many on the verge of death, his condition was critical.

"There now, I'll heal you right away, so don't worry."

Anna rushed to the child's side, knelt by the bed, and cheerfully encouraged him. The mature expression she wore was just like the one he had seen in the Village of Vishnu.

"Is he okay?"

When he couldn't help but ask, Anna turned around and smiled.

"He'll be fine. Just watch."

Taking a small breath, Anna began to spin her words of prayer. It was the highest-level healing magic, one she had only ever used on Franz.

"Oh, Water Spirit King, who governs all peace and healing, answer my call and share your power with me! With the source of my life, grant this one healing!"

A brilliant, translucent blue light enveloped Anna.

"Grant me your infinite power of healing…"

The light, shimmering like water, gradually gathered from Anna's body into her hands, becoming a dazzling droplet of water on the verge of overflowing. She quietly bestowed it upon the child.

The child's pained breathing gradually calmed. At the same time, a faint flush of red returned to his ashen cheeks. It seemed his body temperature was returning to normal.

*Phew, looks like he'll be okay.* He looked down at the top of Anna's head and shrugged.

But no sooner had he sighed in relief than something strange happened to Anna.

"Huh, huh, huh? What is this?!"

At Anna's voice, which was filled with a confusion he had never heard before, Ritz bent down toward her.

"What's wrong?"

"Ritz, it's strange, it won't stop!"

The droplets gathered in her hands were beginning to spill over, still emitting a brilliant light. The overflowing droplets wouldn't stop.

"The power of water is overflowing… I can't stop it!"

Ritz panicked. A spirit's power going out of control was something Ritz, who was not a spirit user, could do nothing about.

"If it doesn't stop, what will happen to you?"

When he asked hesitantly, Anna answered, on the verge of tears.

"I'll die~."

"What?!"

"Because… it's the source of my life, you know?"

Not just Ritz, but Franz too turned pale.

"Waaah, what should I do, Ritz~?"

"C-calm down, just calm down. There must be some way."

"I don't know~."

"What if you drink the water?"

At Franz's bizarre suggestion, Ritz and Anna were momentarily stunned.

"…Drink it?"

When he asked again, Franz nodded with a serious face.

"You just have to return it to your body. Probably…"

The old woman, who had been watching their exchange, quietly approached the three of them with a sincere expression. In her hands was a shining silver cup.

He had thought it might happen, but his imagination had turned in the worst direction. The old woman offered the cup to Anna.

"Could you spare a little of that water of life? It's not just this child; there are many other children suffering. They can't afford medicine, and there are no doctors. Everyone is just weeping in despair."

"…But…"

"I know it's a lot to ask. But please."

Transparent tears streamed down the old woman's wrinkled cheeks. They fell one after another. Anna, still on the verge of tears herself, stared at the old woman, then at the water of life overflowing in her hands.

Ritz froze, a bad feeling creeping over him. Just as he opened his mouth to stop Anna, she spoke first.

"Grandma, put the vessel there."

"Anna!"

It was just as he thought. If her power was going to run rampant anyway, she intended to use the water of life to save the suffering people. Even if it meant sacrificing herself.

The Anna who turned around was smiling through her tears.

"A lot of people will be saved, right?"

As if she had made up her mind, Anna quietly stood up.

"Are you an idiot?! Are you going to risk your life for complete strangers?"

"But… I hate that so many people are suffering."

"Don't forget, this is a labyrinth. We don't even know if they're real. What's the point of giving your life for an illusion?!"

"I might not die…"

"Wh…"

"Maybe, just maybe, the very last drop will be left and I'll be saved!"

"Anna!"

"If there are lives I can save right in front of me, and a source of life that I don't know how to get back, I should at least try. Everyone might be saved!"

"Stop it!"

Ignoring their pleas to stop, Anna poured all the droplets into the vessel.

The water that filled it to the brim was just like Anna's heart: clear, faint, and shining with a pale blue light.

"See, it's okay…"

Unable to continue, Anna lost her strength as if a string had been cut. Ritz instinctively caught her body.

"Anna! Stay with me! Hey!"

Ritz was worried, but also irritated by Anna's misguided purity, which focused only on saving others. At this rate, no matter how many lives she had, it wouldn't be enough.

Anna was still young, with no experience and no knowledge of life's joys, and yet she had only one life.

As Ritz felt the weight of Anna's body in his arms and bit his lip, the old woman and child began to glow, their forms turning translucent and disappearing.

In their place, Anna, who had lost her strength, quietly opened her eyes.

After blinking several times, Anna's emerald eyes widened as she looked up at Ritz, who was still holding her.

"Huh? I'm fine?"

At her dazed words, it was Ritz who felt his strength leave him. It seemed she was completely fine.

As Ritz hung his head in defeat, Anna tilted her head in confusion in his arms.

"Ehehe. Oh, that's a relief. I really thought I was a goner."

Her words were so incredibly thoughtless that Ritz instinctively yelled.

"You idiot!"

"Eek!"

Anna flinched in his arms.

"I get that you want to help people. But how can you save anyone when you don't even understand the weight of your own life?!"

This was the first time since Anton had entrusted her to him that he had properly scolded Anna. Anna froze, staring at Ritz's face without moving.

"You're with me and Franz now, aren't you? If you just go and die in front of us like that, how much responsibility do you think we'll feel, how much will we suffer?"

"Eh…?"

Silently, Ritz gestured with his chin toward Franz. Anna cautiously looked behind Ritz and cast her eyes down with a start.

Franz was sitting slumped over, his face in his hands. It seemed the moment he realized Anna was alive, his legs had given out in relief.

"…I'm sorry."

At Anna's apology, Ritz's expression softened.

"As long as you understand. We're traveling together as a trio now. So don't go sacrificing yourself without thinking."

"I'm sorry…"

"Just don't do it again."

"Okay."

Ritz gave a wry smile at the crestfallen Anna. He really felt like a father. Anna nodded obediently, and after she tightly gripped his clothes, he smiled wryly and let her go.

"Still, I don't get why your power went out of control…"

"I know, right?"

Anna looked at her hands with a puzzled expression. It seemed she had no idea why the water of healing had overflowed.

"Maybe… this was the trial?"

Franz, still looking pale, muttered quietly.

"The trial, huh…"

Now that he mentioned it, that was a high possibility. In other words, because Anna had cleared one trial, the old woman and her grandchild had disappeared.

"So Anna's power going berserk was part of it too…"

Perhaps those who possess something they can give to others are asked to give their all. Whether one can sacrifice oneself… that might indeed be a necessary quality for a king.

Ritz, who had been close to Edward before the civil war, understood that. He knew there were many things Edward had given up for the throne.

In Anna's case, because she possessed the power of healing to give to others, she was asked for all of it. The trial seemed to be whether she could help others, even at the cost of herself.

If it had just been Ritz and Franz, the trial would have ended here.

*So Edward was right. We might not be able to do it alone, but with the three of us, we might manage somehow.*

"So this is how they're going to test us. What a nasty trial."

Artis was surely watching them the whole time. Based on that, he must be judging somewhere whether they were capable of withstanding the trials.

It was infuriating, but it seemed they had no choice but to find these trials and crush them.

"We should probably brace ourselves."

At Ritz's murmur, Anna and Franz nodded gravely. How many more of these were there?

For now, the three of them roused their spirits once again and, relying on the old woman's words that 'there's an incarnation of evil in the castle,' they headed for the castle.

The Royal Capital Sears was the final destination on the Traveler's Highway, which ran straight south from the medicinal herb town of Tushil. So if they just followed the largest road south, they would eventually come to the main street leading to the castle.

On the way to the castle, they met many people, but they were all exhausted. And it got worse the closer they got to the castle.

"The castle's the problem. I get that, but still…"

Ritz muttered to no one in particular. For the people's lives to be this destitute was the fault of the government. He understood at least that much.

"I wonder what the 'incarnation of evil' is?"

To Anna's serious but outlandish question, Ritz answered.

"It's probably not a real monster."

"Why not?"

"If there was a monster nesting in the castle, and all we had to do was defeat it, that wouldn't be much of a trial for royalty, would it? I have a feeling there's something more to it."

"I wonder what…"

They couldn't come to any conclusion. When the three of them finally reached the castle, they were astounded.

"Whoa, it's so luxurious!"

The castle hadn't seemed that way from a distance, but up close, it was magnificent.

Gold was used lavishly on the trim of the many fluttering national flags, and the intricate carvings and stonework on the walls were splendid.

The stone of the walls was polished to a brilliant shine. It was surely marble.

"Is the castle in the Royal Capital like this?"

Anna still didn't know the Royal Capital.

"No way. This is weird."

Ritz had a feeling he was starting to understand the thinking of Artis and the strict king who had created this labyrinth.

An abnormally luxurious castle, a populace on the brink of survival. This might hold a lesson and a warning for royalty.

The three of them were met at the base of the castle by the less-than-friendly welcome of the soldiers.

Compared to the people in the city, the soldiers, with their healthy complexions, were clad in heavy-looking armor and glaring at them.

By any measure, it was incredibly outdated armor for the current era. It looked like an ancient antique. It seemed Ritz's casual guess hadn't been wrong after all.

The three of them moved past them as if they were tourists visiting the castle. The soldiers, seemingly uninterested in those not entering the castle, quickly looked away.

This castle was significantly smaller than the actual royal castle in Sears. From what Ritz could see, it was about the size of the very center of the royal castle, just past the second gate.

The current royal castle was several times larger, housing the government affairs department, the military affairs department, a military academy, and even the Royal Guard barracks.

The soldiers didn't seem wary of their movements. They probably couldn't even imagine that they were trying to get inside.

"Why do the soldiers look so much more energetic?"

Anna seemed to be comparing the soldiers to the people of the city. It was only natural that she would question their vastly different attitudes and appearances.

"Those soldiers are probably living the good life."

Not understanding what he meant, Anna and Franz tilted their heads. It couldn't be helped, as neither of them knew anything about military or political affairs. Ritz decided to explain it simply.

"To put it simply, it means the king is giving special treatment only to those who protect him."

"Ah, so that's it."

"?"

In contrast to Franz, who seemed to understand, Anna tilted her head even more, still not getting it.

Left with no choice, Ritz used a familiar example to explain it to Anna.

"Anna, what would you do if I were to use this power to do bad things?"

"I'd stop you."

Anna answered without a moment's hesitation.

"Even if I said you'd never have to worry about food again if you helped me with my evil deeds, would you still stop me?"

"Of course!"

Ritz nodded deeply. He had expected Anna to say that. This should be easy to understand.

"In other words, the soldiers here aren't stopping the king from doing bad things; they're doing this to line their own pockets. That's why they're different from the regular citizens."

While Ritz was explaining, Franz took out a notebook. It should have the notes he took on the qualities of a king from Edward. When he peeked over, Anna joined him in looking at Franz's notes.

It was written: *'Judge injustice and evil equally, without discriminating between the privileged and the common folk. Rewards should also be given equally.'*

Presumably, the lord of this castle had the exact opposite way of thinking. Looking up from the notebook, he looked at Franz and Anna.

"This is just my guess, but this labyrinth is probably ruled by a king who does all the things the strict king thought a royal should never do."

"…What do you mean?"

To Anna, who looked more confused than ever, he answered in a placating tone.

"Looking at this city, we thought it was abnormal. But someone who has never seen things from the common people's side as a royal probably wouldn't think it's abnormal."

"Really?"

"Yeah. Royalty is a privileged class. There are more than a few of them who live in ignorance."

The man who had fought Edward in the civil war and called himself the false king, Edward's brother, was just like that.

"This labyrinth probably reproduces a country ruled by the worst possible kind of king a royal could become. The trial is likely to see if, by looking at that king, they can cast off their own indulgence and arrogance."

At the detailed explanation, Anna and Franz finally seemed to understand and nodded.

That brought them back to the initial problem. How to get into the castle.

"What do we do?"

When Franz asked, Ritz gave a simple reply.

"We go inside."

"…How?"

Though it was a question, Franz's tone was tinged with resignation. It seemed he knew what Ritz was about to say. Ritz never liked to beat around the bush in the first place.

"A frontal assault, of course."

"…I thought you'd say that."

Ritz beckoned Anna and Franz over and began to explain the plan in their ears.

"Anna, first, use a wind arrow to create a defensive barrier around the three of us."

"Okay!"

Anna took her bow in one hand and drew an arrow.

"Franz, on my signal, you'll launch a Fireball. You can go all out."

"What about you, Ritz?"

To Franz's whispered question, he answered with a smile.

"I'll charge in right behind the Fireball and throw the enemy into confusion."

As Ritz stated it definitively, Franz sighed quietly and held his spear of flame in a short grip. If he was just empowering his magic, this was apparently enough.

"I knew it…"

At Franz's resigned tone, Ritz smiled wryly.

"We don't have time for roundabout tactics, do we?"

"But Ritz, if the Fireball hits the building, it'll be a disaster."

To Anna's question, Ritz gave a concise answer.

"I'll cut it down right before it does."

Ritz had experienced that before. And this time, it wasn't a Fireball coming at him, but one he was chasing. There probably wouldn't be any problem.

"Alright, you ready?"

"Okay!"

"Yeah."

A cheerful Anna, and in contrast, a reluctant Franz with a begrudging reply. But Franz was a man who did what he had to do.

Confirming that Franz was concentrating his spirit with his spear of flame in one hand, Ritz began his countdown.

"Alright, here we go… Three… two… one… go, Franz!"

"Fire Spirit, share your power with me. Go, Fireball!"

With Franz's launched Fireball as the signal, Anna drew her wind bow taut.

"Wind Spirit, protect us!"

The wind released from the arrow formed a thin barrier around the three of them. Preparations were complete. All that was left was to charge.

"Let's go!"

Ritz pulled his greatsword, still in its scabbard, from his back and charged fiercely into the castle from behind the Fireball.

"You're too fast~."

Anna desperately followed behind him. Franz followed after her. As Ritz ran, he knocked down the soldiers who were stunned by the Fireball with his sheathed greatsword, giving them no time to counterattack.

Left behind were the painful figures of soldiers groaning on the ground…

"Whoa… that looks painful."

To Anna, who muttered this as she ran, Ritz answered without pausing his sword swing.

"They're doing bad things, so it can't be helped."

Franz, silent, seemed to share Ritz's opinion, with not a hint of sympathy in his eyes. Anna nodded as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"I see."

And just like that, they managed to rush into the castle without any trouble.

"The finishing touch!"

Ritz threw aside his scabbard and sliced the Fireball in two from behind with all his might. The Fireball exploded violently and disappeared.

"You two alright?"

To Ritz, who turned around without even being out of breath, Anna answered with a smile, and Franz nodded while catching his breath. It seemed all three had made it inside safely.

At that moment, the soldiers who had been at the entrance began to turn into glittering dust and disappear. It seemed that getting past this point was also some kind of trial.

"He really is watching us from somewhere."

He couldn't help but say it with a bit of a sneer. If he was watching, he wished he would just let them out. After all, they weren't the ones who were supposed to be taking the royal trial.

But this was no time to be cursing the master of the labyrinth. Getting out was the priority.

"Come on, let's keep moving."

When he urged the two of them on, they nodded silently.

As they walked through the empty space, the strange silence made the two younger members, who had never been in such a situation before, uneasy. Their movements were even clumsy with tension.

To ease Anna and Franz's tension, Ritz cracked a joke.

"In situations like this, usually when you open a door, a huge army of enemies comes pouring out."

When he said this jokingly to the tired-looking Franz, Franz's face twisted in an obvious grimace.

"Stop it. What'll you do if it actually happens?"

Franz probably wanted to just get inside the castle, find a clue, and leave the labyrinth without any trouble.

But it wasn't going to be that easy.

"Let's just go inside and see."

Ritz said this and stood up, urging the two of them on. He didn't know what was inside the castle, but for now, the three of them had no choice but to move forward.

It was Ritz, of course, who first noticed the change. This was a familiar presence.

Killing intent.

"Looks like they're here."

"…What is?"

Without answering Franz's fearful question, Ritz readied his greatsword.

"Told you so. In situations like this, a huge army of enemies comes swarming out."

"…"

At the same time as Franz and Anna's eyes widened, a flood of soldiers burst out from the castle gate they had just passed through, and from the main doors of the castle.

"Anna, defense!"

At Ritz's split-second command, Anna immediately fired her wind bow. But this wind barrier had one drawback.

"Ritz, it won't last long."

That's right, Anna's wind barrier only lasted for a very short time.

"…You're right."

While they were talking, the three of them were gradually surrounded by a large number of soldiers, forming a circle with them at the center. It seemed they had read their moves and were waiting for the wind barrier to disappear before closing in.

This was a desperate pinch.

"Ritz, what are we going to do?!"

Without answering the slightly panicked Franz, Ritz looked at Anna.

"Can you use the earth arrow from here?"

"I can."

With a tense expression, Anna drew the earth bow from her quiver.

"Stick that in the ground."

"? Okay."

Without understanding why, Anna did as she was told and stuck the arrow into the ground. After a brief staredown with the soldiers, the wind barrier began to fade.

"Ritz!"

Seeing Anna turn around with a serious face, he readied his greatsword.

"Alright, on my signal, use the Earth Spirit."

"The Earth Spirit?"

Not understanding his intention, Anna was confused. Even if she used the Earth Spirit, all she could do was make the enemy trip.

But Ritz had a plan. He just silently waited for the moment the wind barrier completely disappeared.

The moment the wind barrier vanished, the soldiers all braced themselves to charge at them at once. That was the moment Ritz was aiming for.

"Anna!"

At the same time as he called out, Anna shouted.

"Earth Spirit, make them trip!"

Instantly, just as Ritz had intended, the person at the front of the circle couldn't charge and fell. Then the person behind them tripped over the one in front and fell. This continued in a chain reaction.

"Whoa…"

Anna, the one who had used the technique, stood there stunned.

"See? We can manage somehow, right?"

When they were packed this tightly, if one person fell, everyone would fall. It was just common sense.

"…It's like dominoes."

Smiling at Franz's murmur, Ritz slung his greatsword onto his back. There was no need to use it anymore.

"Alright, let's get out of here!"

Ritz stepped on the soldiers who were struggling to get up from their tangled pile and escaped the human wall. Anna and Franz hurried after him.

"Sorry, coming through."

Anna was politely apologizing as she stepped on the soldiers, but it seemed the soldiers were more annoyed at being so easily escaped than anything else.

"Ah!"

Suddenly, Anna let out a scream. Looking, he saw a soldier grabbing her ankle. Ritz instinctively stomped on the man's head.

"Ugh…"

The soldier groaned and lost consciousness.

"Thanks, Ritz."

"Sure. Grabbing a woman's ankle when she's wearing a skirt, talk about a lack of delicacy."

Ritz had intended to state the obvious, but Franz, who was kicking people's hands away as he advanced, made a disgruntled face and sighed.

It seemed Franz really didn't get Ritz's jokes.

After breaking through the wall of fallen, incapacitated people, the three of them boldly entered the interior of the castle through the central gate. Just before they closed the door, the soldiers who had managed to get back up tried to swarm them, but right before they did, they all turned into golden dust and disappeared.

Was this a trial, too? He was starting to lose track.

"What are they even trying to test?"

Ritz muttered quietly. But he had an idea of where they needed to go.

The place Ritz and the others had reached was the castle's entrance hall. Numerous pillars stood at regular intervals, and the floor was made of polished marble. It was so reflective that you could see your own image in it.

Without hesitation, Ritz walked toward the room he believed to be their destination.

"Still, there's no one here."

Ritz, leading the way, grumbled to himself. The castle was eerily quiet, as if the number of soldiers from before had been a lie.

Soldiers aside, there should have been officials and such, but the lack of any presence was beyond strange and into the realm of creepy. In the real royal castle, this place would be overflowing with people.

Why was no one here? Did it mean that whether people were here or not had nothing to do with the trial? The mystery deepened, but for now, they decided to press on.

Staying vigilant but moving at a brisk pace, they gradually advanced deeper into the castle. The only sound they could hear was the echo of their own footsteps.

Because of that, it sounded abnormally loud.

They passed through the grand hall, entered a connecting corridor, and climbed a large staircase at the end. On the second floor, they passed through another terrace-like corridor and came out into a central hall. It was an open space from the first floor.

From that hall, they passed through a narrow passage that led deeper in, to a corridor that was frighteningly wide. It might be better to call it some kind of hall rather than a corridor.

In that hall, doors were lined up at regular intervals, and even to Franz and Anna, who knew nothing, it would be clear that this was the central part of the castle.

Franz, who had been following behind, asked Ritz.

"Where are we heading?"

"Well, you'll see when we get there."

Ritz answered cheerfully, but seeing the dissatisfied looks on Franz and Anna's faces, he gave a wry smile. There was no point in being silent. He might as well be honest.

"To the throne."

"The throne?"

Without even looking back at the surprised pair, Ritz continued as if it were obvious.

"It's decided, isn't it? The reason the people are so weak is because the king is bad. So if we meet the king, we'll understand something, right?"

Ritz's thinking was simple.

"This was made for royalty in the first place, right? In that case, the king has to be involved. And the king is on the throne. Simple and clear, right?"

"That's true."

Franz nodded, seemingly convinced.

"But, but, how can you find your way to the throne without getting lost?"

To Anna's question, he answered with a wry smile.

"Even if it's the past, I doubt the location of the throne would move so easily. I know exactly where the throne room is."

"How?"

"Reluctantly, I was once a minister of this country, a long, long time ago."

"Oh, right…"

Anna nodded profoundly. She had probably forgotten that Ritz's position was once a minister. For Ritz, too, it was a long time ago.
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			"Alright, this is the entrance."

Ritz stood before a large door about twice his height and turned to face the other two. The beautifully carved door looked both extremely heavy and expensive.

The throne room he had actually seen had always been open, and he'd never had a chance to look closely at the door, so it felt strangely new.

"Is the king in here?"

At Anna's obvious question, Ritz nodded.

"Probably."

"Does Ed-san work in here, too?"

"In Ed's case, he's usually buried in work in his office. The throne is normally a place for receiving guests from other countries, granting audiences to subordinates, and issuing major decrees. It's not where the king usually resides. Work is for the office, night is for his private chambers. But if he's not working… he'd probably be here."

That's how it was when Ritz was by Edward's side. The throne was used when listening to reports from the war, or when there was some kind of ceremony.

Other than that, he had never seen Edward on the throne. He was usually poring over documents in his office.

That's why, during his time as a minister, Ritz would slack off on the sofa in Edward's office. While running from his own subordinates who were chasing him, of course.

After all, Ritz was terrible with paperwork.

"Then why did we come here? Wouldn't it be better to check the office?"

"Well, normally, yes. But it's been decided since long ago that if you want an audience with the king, you go to the throne. We're here for an audience at this castle now. So it's normal to head for the throne, right?"

Ritz placed his hand on the door. As expected, it was as heavy as it looked. As he slowly pushed it open, Anna and Franz naturally joined in.

Even with their lack of strength, their help lessened Ritz's effort. It was the same as being together on a journey. For some reason, that thought struck Ritz lightly in the chest.

He wasn't just helping them. He might be receiving help from them as well, even if it was just a little.

With the three of them pushing together, the heavy door opened, revealing a very wide room bathed in sunlight.

A red carpet stretched straight from the door to the throne, guiding them. The rest of the floor was made of shining white marble.

"Whoa… this is amazing."

Anna let out a voice of admiration, but then fell silent as she noticed someone was there.

On the magnificent, light-filled throne, a single man was sitting sloppily.

"…That's the king of this country…"

Franz muttered, his brow furrowed. It was probably a far cry from what he had imagined. It was the same for Ritz.

The man there had a pale complexion and eyes that were dull and murky. His mouth hung open in a sloppy smile, and his body was slumped heavily into the throne like a sandbag.

The clothes he wore, in contrast, were a magnificent robe woven with glasswork and gold embroidery.

He had seen Edward wear something similar. He thought it was at the coronation ceremony at first. But while the robe looked divine when Edward wore it, on this man, it looked shabby.

This couldn't be just the bias of a dear friend.

"Welcome."

The man spoke to the three of them. At the arrogant tone in his words, even the gentle Anna scowled a little and muttered under her breath.

"Something about him gives me a bad feeling. He's completely different from Ed-san…"

But their feelings didn't seem to reach this man at all. Without even getting up from his fat body, the man looked them over with an arrogant gaze.

"I am the king of this country."

Franz scowled and continued to glare at the man who called himself king.

"It seems you defeated my soldiers to come here. What you have done is an affront to me. You understand that, don't you?"

Ritz just looked at the man. He felt no particular emotion. It was just as he had expected, he was this kind of guy.

Naturally, he didn't answer the man's question.

Looking at the man, Ritz felt a faint nostalgia amidst his disgust. Ever since reuniting with Edward, he had been strangely reminiscent of the civil war, and seeing this man's figure was forcing his memories back to the past, whether he liked it or not.

The nobles and royals who had fought Edward and the others had eyes just like this.

A tense, sharp air dominated the room. But the man who called himself king seemed completely unable to read the atmosphere.

"Execution would be appropriate, but you are a little too valuable for that."

The man looked at the three of them with an appraising gaze. This attitude of not understanding his own arrogance, of measuring people's worth entirely by his own standards.

He probably didn't understand how ugly that looked to others. If he did, he would be able to govern a little better.

That was why this country was in such disarray.

Indeed, 'trial' was a good word for it. Those unworthy of being king, who were trapped in this labyrinth, would come face to face with a copy of themselves on the throne.

Like a hideous pair of matching mirrors.

Anna was glaring at the king with the murky eyes. She was probably remembering Ritz's earlier question, 'What would you do if I asked you to help me do something bad?'

Anna's suspicion was correct. This man would surely ask something of them.

"What say you, will you not serve me? I shall grant you wealth and fame."

Ritz, understanding the meaning of the trial, remained calm and looked at Anna and Franz without answering.

They were both silently glaring at the man on the throne. The answer was already decided in their hearts.

But the man couldn't sense it.

"Choose. Death or honor."

Ritz looked at the two of them alternately, then let his lips curl into a smile. Anna and Franz were both genuinely angry at this man's foolish offer.

Indeed, these two possessed the qualifications to save people. They were different from the nobles who would be trapped here.

Ritz took a step forward. He gathered their opinions and his own and looked at the man. Ritz had never had any desire for honor. He knew that honor was just a troublesome chain that restricted one's freedom.

So no matter who sat on this throne, no matter what benefits he was offered, he would never nod in agreement.

For Ritz, there was only one king: Edward.

"I refuse."

"Oh? I do not know what it is like in reality, but you could rule this world…"

Ritz scowled. This king seemed to understand that this was a world within a labyrinth. Was this the worst king Artis had created?

"You are fools. It seems you wish to fall into an eternal sleep, like these ones."

The king pointed to a painting filled with faces contorted in various forms of anguish. Were these the royals and nobles who had been unable to escape and had become empty shells?

"They died because they followed you, didn't they?"

At Ritz's words, which he spat out, the man laughed. He had no idea what that laughter meant.

"Now, I ask you once more. Will you submit to my command, or will you fight your most formidable foe and lose your lives? The choice is yours."

Domination through fear. And the temptation of power. These were surely two things a royal should never agree to. If they could firmly reject this, the trial would be over. Ritz looked straight at the man.

"I refuse."

He thought this would make the king disappear, but it seemed it wasn't that easy.

Unlike the people before, the man didn't vanish. Instead, a cruel expression appeared on his face as he laughed.

Enjoying executions and abuse… that was also one of the worst acts for a king. The king ignored Ritz's scowl, clapped his hands, and called for someone.

"Be careful, Franz, Anna. Something's coming."

As the three of them braced themselves, the large door they had just entered opened with a heavy, creaking sound. Standing in the center of the entrance was a familiar figure.

A tall, slender yet sturdy build, long ears, a greatsword on his back…

"?"

Ritz scowled and glared at the man. The black hair of the man standing in the entrance, which was long only in the back, swayed.

"That bastard Artis… has some pretty good taste."

That was all he could mutter.

Standing before the door was Ritz himself. A defiant smile played on his lips, and his expression was full of confidence.

Ritz recognized that expression. It was how he had looked before he met Anna and Franz, back when he was still an active mercenary captain.

The decisive difference from Ritz was his equipment. He wore steel armor only on his shoulders, arms, and legs.

So… this was what he meant by 'most formidable'.

Ritz smiled wryly. The him in front of him and the current him were probably evenly matched. If he had let Franz answer, he could have ended it with one blow, he thought with a little regret.

Anna could have easily defeated him too, but he didn't want to lay a hand on a child, so this was still better.

"That's Ritz, right? He's kind of scary…"

Anna's small whisper reached his ears. It seemed his mercenary self was a scary thing to Anna.

He had wanted to be his current self in front of the two of them, but having it all laid bare wasn't fun either.

The false Ritz didn't stop, gradually approaching. The king spoke to him, overjoyed.

"Now, defeat those people and line their heads up before me!"

At the man's words, the false Ritz drew his greatsword. Its dull gleam illuminated the strangely bright throne room.

If this one really possessed the same power as him, then Ritz was at an overwhelming disadvantage.

The fake had no one to protect, but Ritz had to protect two people.

And he had no armor.

"Sorry. I've got no grudge against you, but I'm gonna have to ask you to die."

Ritz shuddered. Even his voice was his own.

He had a general idea of his own strength. If he were to fight himself seriously, he probably wouldn't be able to protect Anna and Franz.

"Anna, Franz, get back!"

Ritz shouted at the two of them as he drew his greatsword. Confirming by their presence that they had backed away, Ritz glared at the fake in front of him.

"I have a policy of not laying a hand on women and children. You've given yourself away, fake."

At Ritz's words, the fake just gave a small laugh. It seemed the false Ritz had no such policy. A decisive difference.

"Dressing up like my mercenary self… I'm touched…"

Ritz muttered and readied his greatsword.

"It's a service. I thought I'd show your friends the real you."

"Hngh!"

Hit where it hurt, Ritz was momentarily at a loss for words. The part of him he had tried so hard to hide was now on display before him. It was Anna's words that brought him back to his senses.

"Ritz! What should I do?!"

At Anna's voice, he snapped back to reality. That's right, he had to win as his current self.

"Even if you ask me what…"

He answered as lightly as possible. At present, there was nothing Anna and Franz could do. If he accepted their help and the target of the attacks shifted to them, it would be a disaster.

He absolutely did not want to see himself cut down his two young companions.

Ritz kept his eyes on the him in front of him and replied cheerfully to Anna.

"Cheer me on. And heal me if I get hurt, okay?"

"Okay!"

As if her voice was the trigger, the false Ritz held his greatsword horizontally and charged straight at him with incredible speed and power.

It was the preemptive strike he himself specialized in. With this, he would first crush his opponent's will to fight.

"Hngh…"

He blocked the first blow with the sword he had raised in an instant and his braced legs. Even knowing what he would do, his judgment had been a split second too late.

But there was no time for regret. He had to think about how to turn this situation around.

The swords scraped against each other with a grinding sound. Just as he had imagined, he possessed power equal to his own. It had been a long time since he'd felt such a heavy sword.

If that was the case, what would be his next move?

He knocked the greatsword back with brute force and took a step forward, but it seemed his opponent had seen that coming. The sword he raised was blocked overhead.

"…You saw through me, huh?"

Ritz broke away and reset his stance. His opponent did the same. The fact that he could read his opponent's moves meant his opponent could do the same.

"Don't hold back."

The false Ritz said this with a smile, as if he had read Ritz's thoughts.

So he thought the same way, too…

Ritz charged in without a moment's pause, attacking with swift movements, calculating his opponent's moves. The fake, as expected, reacted to his sudden movements and blocked his sword.

Their speed and weight were equal. As he thought, he was at a disadvantage.

He stared at his opponent over their crossed swords.

From this angle, the fake only had two choices: swing his greatsword up to push Ritz's greatsword away, or push it back.

If he was pushed back, he would lower his body and slash diagonally. If he was pushed upward, Ritz could switch his grip on his greatsword and mercilessly thrust at the fake's throat.

He was sure the fake knew that, too.

In that case, the fake would knock Ritz's greatsword upward and then aim for his abdomen.

Ritz relaxed his grip slightly, trying to bait his opponent. If he fell for it, he'd be lucky.

Then, the fake's lips curled into a slight smile.

"I'm not falling for that trick, partner."

He saw through it… He'd never had such a troublesome opponent.

"Damn it!"

Ritz roared and charged fiercely at his fake self. His opponent quietly readjusted his stance and stared at him.

Ritz's straight thrust was blocked by the blade of the fake's sword, which he used as a shield.

Without a moment's pause, he kicked out with a sweeping motion at his opponent's side. The blow landed on the opponent's abdomen, which wasn't fully protected.

"Hngh… nice kick."

This fake said exactly what Ritz would have said. Instantly shaking off the momentary pain, the fake once again charged fiercely at Ritz.

His movements were fast. Ritz, too, was completely reacting to his movements.

Their movements and words matched… The only way for Anna and Franz to tell the real from the fake was probably by the armor.

Ducking under the fake's greatsword, which was aimed at his neck from a high position, Ritz swung his greatsword at the fake's legs.

If he could just stop his movements, the rest should be easy…

But his enemy was well aware of that, and the fake aimed for Ritz's head with the pommel of his greatsword. As he dodged it in an instant, a kick landed with considerable speed.

"Ugh…"

Ritz, who was not wearing armor, choked. In that split second, the fake attacked again. He leaped up and readied his greatsword once more.

This was going to be a tough fight.

"That's not fair."

The taste of iron rising in his mouth, Ritz scowled.

"'Fair'? You can't say that in a fight."

"You're right about that!"

Without giving his opponent a chance to get ready, Ritz swung his sword. The fake, as expected, blocked it with force.

The greatswords, both easily over ten kilograms and as long as Anna was tall, clashed heavily and fiercely, sending sparks flying.

It was difficult to fight well when everything was being read.

But he couldn't back down here. Not only his own life, but also the lives of Franz, Anna, and Edward were on the line.

"I… can't lose!"

As he broke away from the clash, Ritz leaped toward the fake. The greatsword passed through the spot where he had just been with a whoosh. The fake had swung downward.

That was one of his own specialty moves. Of course, he had known and waited until the last possible second.

He thought he had made it in the nick of time, but the next moment, a sharp pain shot through his right side, and at the same time, Anna's scream grazed his ear. It seemed he had been cut. But there was no time to worry about that.

Without a moment's delay, he swung with all his might at the opening that had been created on the fake's right side. Fresh blood spurted.

But in the heat of the moment, his footing was weak, and he couldn't deliver a fatal blow.

Though he had taken a wound just like Ritz, the false Ritz immediately turned and blocked Ritz's greatsword. So his fighting style was the same in that regard, too.

The greatswords clashed at the hilt.

"Looks like we both took a hit…"

"Seems so."

Ritz noticed something warm flowing down his thigh. But in this position, he couldn't expect Anna's healing.

Her healing was direct. The technique wouldn't activate unless she touched the body nearby.

"…Ritz… Ritz, hang in there!"

Out of frustration at being unable to do anything, Anna was shouting at the top of her lungs.

A clash of strength against strength, a fierce exchange of swords that sent sparks flying.

And the flowing red blood…

It was a fierce battle like nothing they had ever seen before. It was just like that battlefield, where mercenaries clashed.

Were the two of them alright? He wondered, but the situation didn't even allow him to look back.

"Ritz! Hang in there!"

Franz's desperate voice reached his ears. All the while, the greatswords continued to clash without rest.

If they dodged, they would both be wounded, and their bodies would steadily ache.

What's more, the fake had armor, but Ritz did not. It was clear that Ritz was becoming more and more disadvantaged.

The blood that slowly trickled out was steadily draining Ritz's stamina. But he couldn't retreat.

He didn't even want to imagine a guy with his own face cutting down Anna and Franz.

"Guess this is… the last shot."

Ritz muttered, feeling the limits of his stamina. He was starting to run out of breath, and his vision was blurry, as if seen through a thin haze.

It seemed his opponent was in the same state. Seriously, to make even their stamina the same was in truly bad taste.

Ritz held his sword straight out in front of him.

"Here I come, fake!"

With a battle cry, Ritz charged at his opponent with all his might. The fake held his sword horizontally as a shield to block the attack, but that was exactly what Ritz was aiming for. Just before reaching his opponent, he raised his sword high.

"Ritz!"

Anna and Franz's shouts reached his ears. They were probably panicking because his front was wide open. The fake must have thought so too, because he waited for Ritz with his sword held horizontally.

If he was cut down by that, Ritz would be in two pieces.

"Are you trying to die, Ritz?!"

He heard Franz's voice.

Sorry, but he had no intention of dying yet. He was prepared to die, and he had no regrets if he did.

But if he died here, his friend and his companions would die. He had no intention of dying when other people's lives were riding on his own.

He knew the timing to swing his sword. The last chance was a gamble.

Just before his opponent swung his sword, Ritz leaped toward the fake's greatsword.

"!?"

Using the fake's greatsword as a foothold, Ritz leaped into the air.

"Take this!"

He took aim at the false Ritz from above. By the time the fake turned around, Ritz's sword was right in front of him. There was no way to dodge it.

Ritz put all his strength into it and swung his greatsword down. The fake took the greatsword to his body and fell to his knees with a thud.

Just as he thought the match was decided, the situation changed drastically. It was caused by Ritz's blurred vision.

The greatsword had missed its mark by just a little. And unluckily, that spot was protected by armor.

The moment everyone thought the fake had fallen, the fake threw his greatsword with a swift motion as he turned. Ritz, who was barely standing, panting for breath, dodged the greatsword in an instant, but it was too late.

The greatsword spun through the air and sliced through Ritz's body. A spray of blood danced again, and Ritz slowly fell to the ground. Still, he struggled desperately to get back up.

"You're soft, partner. Still got some fight in you?"

The fake, using his greatsword for support, stood up and gave Ritz a cold smile.

"…Told you. I can't lose."

With a faint smile of his own, Ritz used his last ounce of strength to knock the fake's greatsword away. The false Ritz's greatsword spun and slid across the floor.

But that was the last resistance Ritz could offer.

The floor was getting closer, he thought vaguely, as he collapsed to the ground.

"Ritz!"

To the screaming Anna, Franz shouted.

"Anna, I'll try to stop the fake somehow. You do something about Ritz!"

Anna immediately came to her senses and nodded.

"Got it!"

Before the false Ritz could pick up his greatsword, Franz extended his spear of flame and stood in his opponent's way.

"You're going to fight me, Franz?"

The false Ritz said in Ritz's voice. A chill ran down his spine. He could feel his hands and feet shaking.

It was terrifying. He was Ritz, but it was precisely because he was Ritz that he was terrifying. He had fought Ritz once before. But that had only been a match because Ritz had been holding back.

Without him holding back, it would be over in one blow.

He knew that all too well from watching the battle that had just unfolded before his eyes.

"You'll die, you know?"

The fake leisurely picked up his sword. It was disgustingly just like Ritz.

"You don't want to die yet, do you?"

The fake said in Ritz's tone and slowly raised his greatsword. To him, Franz offered a small rebuttal.

"I don't want to die. But I won't back down."

"Why not?"

Franz glanced at Ritz, who was still on the ground, and at Anna, who was desperately trying to heal him.

"I haven't found my answer yet."

"Your answer?"

"The meaning of my existence. If I'm with Ritz and Anna, I might find something. That's why…"

Franz gripped his spear of flame with renewed determination.

"I won't let you kill them!"

At that moment, Franz noticed that the false Ritz's expression had subtly changed.

The defiant smile had transformed into a gentle one.

"I see. I understand now. You may not have the qualifications to be king on your own. But together, the three of you might possess those qualifications."

"…What are you talking about?"

As he continued to glare with his guard up, the false Ritz began to glow faintly, eventually changing into another man.

"Artis!"

"I have been watching. You are more than qualified to leave this place."

Artis smiled.

"Ritz-kun has the strength to push forward with the truth without fear. Anna-chan has compassion and kindness for all people. And you have the courage to protect what is important. A king should possess all of these things. That was the wish of King Edmond, who had this labyrinth made."

His manner of speaking was strangely familiar. And he had heard it quite a bit.

Franz looked behind him. Anna was still desperately trying to heal Ritz, so she hadn't noticed. Ritz was unconscious, so of course he didn't know what was happening.

Knowing this, Artis had spoken only to Franz.

As he stared at Artis with suspicious eyes, Artis just smiled happily, not minding Franz's gaze in the least.

"I'm glad, Franz. They're good friends, aren't they? I was surprised to see how much more human you've become. At this rate, it was worth letting you go."

Franz recognized that tone of voice. But that couldn't be right. No, no, there was absolutely no way.

As he violently denied the name of this person that popped into his head, the man spread his hands sadly and lamented in a very familiar tone.

"Oh my, you're so suspicious even when I'm telling only you. You're always so cold to me…"

This tone… it was confirmed. This person was definitely him. Come to think of it, when they first met Artis, didn't Anna say this?

*'He looks like Orphe-san,'* she had said.

Franz couldn't help but lower his voice.

"Master?"

Artis smiled brightly.

"Yes, it's me."

"But your name…"

"Orphe and Artis are both my real names."

"…"

Stunned, Franz was at a loss for words. The toys he had first seen when he entered the labyrinth… they were certainly things Orphe would like.

"Wh-wh-wh…"

But to the shocked Franz, Artis… Orphe just scratched his head.

"Listen, Franz, don't tell Ritz-kun and the others yet. Go to the Royal Library in the Royal Capital. King Edmond and the *Infinite Nightmare*. Just with that, you might understand a little of who I am."

"But Master…"

"Once you understand who I am, you can decide what to do from there. Whether to tell Ritz-kun and Anna-chan about me or not. And what to do after that."

"After that?"

He didn't understand what he was saying. He was just Franz's lazy, incompetent master, wasn't he?

"Listen, Franz. I have a few regrets. I wanted to talk to you a little more. But I couldn't say anything. you were more stubborn than I thought."

"…Master?"

"So if you want to know me, then investigate. But if you don't want to know… then forget everything about me."

"Forget…?"

"If you do, I will be completely erased from your memory. That's for your own good."

His tone was more serious than he had ever heard before. Even though they had lived together for five years, this was the first time he had seen Orphe so serious.

That's why Franz couldn't find the words to reply. To such a Franz, Orphe smiled.

"It's a promise, Franz."

With a mischievous smile, Artis walked over to Ritz.

"Ah, Artis-san!"

Anna, finally noticing, rushed over to Artis.

"Ritz, Ritz won't wake up!"

To the crying Anna, Artis smiled.

"Your trial is over. You may leave this place."

Artis raised both hands high into the air.

"Now, labyrinth. Release these ones."

With Artis's voice, the surrounding scenery began to ripple and disappear, and the ground beneath their feet became unsteady, just as it had when they arrived.

When he came to, the three of them were in the first room of the labyrinth. Pure white, with toys of all different sizes piled up everywhere.

Franz let out a huge sigh of relief. They were still inside the labyrinth, but it was much better than that world.

Meanwhile, Ritz was sitting up with a dazed look on his face, rubbing his stomach.

"My wounds are gone… What happened to me?"

"You were unconscious! I thought you were dead!"

Anna protested, her eyes welling with tears. Ritz laughed and apologized while stroking Anna's head.

It was a familiar scene.

"Does coming back here mean we can get out?"

Ritz stood up with a somewhat disgruntled look on his face. Though he was trying not to show it, it was easy to guess that he was quite frustrated at having been beaten by his own fake.

"Ritz, were you super frustrated?"

Anna poked Ritz, laughing.

"Shut up."

Ritz's lips twisted slightly at being laughed at by Anna, but in the end, he started laughing too.

In complete contrast to the two who were healing their past tension with silly talk, Franz still felt somewhat unsettled. It was because he had learned Artis's true identity.

At that moment, just as Artis had first appeared, he appeared on the raised platform in the center. Franz stared at his figure.

Then, where Ritz and the others couldn't see, Artis secretly waved at Franz.

It wasn't a dream. This really was Orphe.

"Is this the end of our trial? Or is there more?"

To Ritz, who was almost glaring at Artis, Artis nodded without changing his expression.

"The trial is over. You have been acknowledged as having the qualifications of a king. Leave this labyrinth and walk the path you believe in."

Though he was a little annoyed at Orphe's calm portrayal of Artis, Franz remained silent. They were master and apprentice, after all. Their bond, though he said it himself, was quite strong.

He was a master who had taken care of Franz for five long years after he had shown up as an uninvited apprentice with nowhere else to go. So if he was told to keep a secret, he had no choice but to stay quiet.

Regardless of Franz's feelings, a space of light opened up at the tip of Artis's gracefully moving fingers.

"Go through here, and you will be outside."

Pointing to the end of the light, Artis said. Without hesitation, Ritz turned around.

"Alright, let's go."

"Okay!"

Anna and Ritz quickly entered the light. He had intended to follow, but for some reason, his feet stopped.

"Master…"

"Franz, you are my first and last apprentice."

Artis's form gradually changed. It was the exact same Orphe he had parted with in Saradio.

"That's why, if you wish to know, you have the right to know many things. And I think that you all will eventually arrive at my true identity."

"Your true identity?"

At the unexpected words, Franz scowled. Was Orphe not Orphe? But his next words made him gasp.

"Because, Franz, this labyrinth was created a very long time ago. And I am still alive."

"…!"

"Ritz-kun has noticed that I have lived for a considerable number of years. Perhaps because he himself has lived for a long time. He's figured it out. But, if someone is to learn my true identity first, I want it to be you."

"Why… me?"

"Because you are… the only person from the Eneonea Continent I have lived with in my long life."

Franz was at a loss for words. He didn't really understand what he meant.

His family… his birth… He didn't know a single thing about Orphe's.

He was stunned to realize now that he knew nothing about Orphe. He hadn't even known that Orphe had the name Artis.

"I… Master…!"

"I am leaving Saradio. I wonder when I will see you next. No… I wonder if I will."

He was so surprised he couldn't speak. But Orphe was watching over such a Franz with a smile.

"I used to think that having an apprentice was a troublesome thing, but after meeting you, I found that it was more fun than I expected. You were a good apprentice, even if you were uninvited. I'm a lucky man."

Orphe held out his hand to Franz for a handshake. Hesitantly, Franz took his hand.

It was strange. When he had entered the labyrinth, he couldn't even touch him, but now he could. That meant Orphe was actually here.

"Now go, Franz. Your friends are waiting."

From within the light, he could faintly hear Ritz and Anna's voices. He still had things to do.

"Master, take care."

He had so many things he wanted to say, like to properly organize his tools, or to not slack off on his chores, but no other words came out.

"Yes, you too, Franz."

Franz started walking toward the light. The exit was ahead. And his friends were waiting there.

Just as he was about to start walking, Orphe called out to him.

"What is it?"

To the turned Franz, Orphe handed him a small cloth bag with a smile.

"This will surely come in handy in a pinch. It's a parting gift from me. Take it with you."

The cloth bag he received made a light, metallic clinking sound. He had a feeling it was something that wouldn't be very useful. For now, Franz carelessly stuffed it into his pocket.

After giving Orphe a light bow, Franz jogged off in the direction of the voices calling him.

After confirming that Franz had disappeared, Orphe sighed.

"I wonder what Franz will say when he learns my true identity…"

Most of him didn't want to be known, and only a tiny part of him did. But that tiny part of him would become his own hope, a thin thread connecting him and Franz.

If they could meet again someday, what would he do? Would he be able to tell him everything?

But for now, all Orphe could do was pray, and only that.

*Now go, children of fate. May the destiny you choose be filled with much happiness.*

The exit door quietly lost its light, and Orphe gently returned his consciousness from the labyrinth to his own body.
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			Edward, who had left the labyrinth first, awoke alone in a basement. He had expected to meet his brother as soon as he exited the labyrinth, but his prediction was way off.

It seemed his brother had avoided keeping the labyrinth close by. Hearing it was a labyrinth that trapped royalty, it was probably creepy to him.

In any case, he should probably be glad to have been given some preparation time.

The basement was dim, with almost no light. Edward was standing in the center of a circular formation where ten barely-lit, flickering candles remained.

"I see, so this is where they activated the labyrinth."

Edward, who knew how the labyrinth worked, understood immediately. The *Infinite Nightmare* had been left there in the same state it was in when the ritual was performed.

From the remnants of the candles, it seemed several hours had passed since the person who performed the ritual had left.

The lack of guards around the labyrinth was likely due to the carelessness of those who had performed the ritual. They probably never thought Edward would get out of the labyrinth so quickly.

"I'll be taking this back."

Muttering to himself, he picked up the *Infinite Nightmare* lying at his feet and put it in his pocket. Edward, who understood the mechanism of this labyrinth, had no resistance to wearing it.

This was a treasure of the kingdom that should be completely sealed. Besides, there was no guarantee it wouldn't be misused in the future. He couldn't just leave it in a place like this.

Edward looked around.

Beside him, three bodies lay motionless. Ritz, Anna, and Franz. Their luggage was carelessly thrown about nearby.

He tried shaking them just in case, but as expected, none of them showed any sign of waking up. In fact, their breathing was abnormally deep, completely different from when they were sleeping.

He figured it would be fine to be a little rough and tried hitting just Ritz, but there was still no reaction. It seemed this was different from a normal sleep.

To become an empty shell meant to become bedridden like this, without ever regaining consciousness. If the three of them didn't return, it would all be Edward's responsibility.

After thinking about it so seriously, Edward gave a wry smile at his own thoughts.

If the three of them didn't return, Edward would have to take responsibility with his own life. After all, he would have to fight his brother Stewart all by himself.

Of course, he wouldn't lose in a one-on-one fight, but it was unthinkable that a man like Stewart would fight directly without using his followers.

In that case, it would be a tough fight for Edward, who had already aged and was past his physical prime.

He took out his pocket watch and looked at it. The time was still early morning. The remnants of the candles, and the current time.

He had thought that the time spent in the labyrinth was just a moment, but several hours had passed since he had fallen asleep. It seemed they had been sent into the labyrinth after sleeping for a bit.

He couldn't say he was well-rested, but maybe he should be a little grateful. He thought this sarcastically.

After looking around the dim room, he decided there was nothing else here and decided to leave.

He saw a staircase leading up in one corner. He could also see a door at the top. If it was locked, he could just break it, so there was no problem.

Preparing for guards, he climbed the stairs leading out of the basement, concentrating his senses. It would be fine if there was only one guard, but more than two would be troublesome.

But that too turned out to be a needless worry. When he pressed his ear to the door, he couldn't hear a sound, let alone sense any presence.

Slightly exasperated by his brother's lack of caution, he opened the door. It seemed to be at the very end of a corridor, but he couldn't see what lay beyond.

He could get a general idea from the arrangement of the rooms and the large window that continued on one side.

"The hired help… where did they go?"

Muttering to himself, he drew his sword and took a stance. Whatever the situation, it was better to be cautious.

The sky outside was gradually brightening. The light was probably the dawn. Edward squinted at the scenery visible from the window.

Come to think of it, what happened to the inspectors?

As Edward cautiously advanced down the corridor, step by step, the scene outside the window came into view.

He was momentarily at a loss for words.

There was the sight of the flustered inspection team. The inspectors were nearby, so it didn't seem he had been transported to an unknown place while he was asleep.

This meant that Stewart, who was supposed to be in the far north and forbidden from leaving that land, had come all the way here.

Just being here was highly likely to be considered treason. To come here knowing that meant his rebellious will was firm.

It was true that being closer to the Royal Capital made it easier to work behind the scenes and get information faster. But he had never imagined he would come this close.

After watching the inspection team for a moment, he could see they were in quite a panic. They were pointing at this mansion, but it seemed the mansion looked like something else to them.

They had passed right by the window where Edward was several times already, but no one had noticed him.

Kenny gave orders to the frantic inspection team. His voice was loud, so Edward could barely hear him.

"Everyone, calm down! It's impossible for the mansion to have turned into a rocky mountain! We were deceived from the start. We will rescue His Majesty… His Highness Edward!"

Kenny, deathly pale, desperately began to climb the mansion. It seemed he knew there was some kind of mystery here. But the sight from Edward's perspective was bizarre.

The inspection team and the drivers were all climbing the walls at once. There were even some climbing up to the window where Edward was watching.

Just because it looked like a rocky mountain, they convinced themselves they could climb it. The illusion must have been cast by a very skilled practitioner.

He wanted to let the inspection team know he was here, but if he made a scene, the enemy would come flying faster than the inspectors. That would defeat the purpose.

After watching the scene for a moment, Edward came to his senses. This was no time to be standing around watching.

He had to find the mastermind quickly. Before they decided to dispose of the bodies of the four whose consciousnesses had been stolen.

He quietly left the spot and, with his spirit on high alert once again, cautiously made his way deeper into the mansion, step by step. It felt like the path ahead was much farther than it looked, but that was probably due to Edward's tension.

He reached the stairwell hall and then hid in the corridor he had just walked down. He had heard voices. Someone was there. He wasn't alone after all.

"Your Majesty, it has become a little noisy outside. What shall we do?"

The voice that asked was that of the mansion's butler. He had thought he was a man not to be underestimated, and as expected, Edward's intuition was correct. He was deeply involved in this matter. In response to his voice, the sound of rustling clothes as someone turned reached Edward's ears.

"Pay it no mind. They cannot enter."

Though it was a little hoarse and hard to hear, it was unmistakably the voice of his brother, Stewart, who had been exiled to the north after spewing curses at him long ago.

Hearing that voice for the first time in a long while, Edward felt no nostalgia. Only a sense of disgust at the fact that the person there was exactly who he had expected welled up within him.

In front of the civilians and officials, Stewart had begged, 'I was being manipulated by the Clan of Darkness all this time. I knew nothing! Are you going to kill your pitiful brother? You'll help me, won't you, Edward?' and pleaded for his life.

And the Clan of Darkness had laughingly acknowledged it. That was why Edward couldn't execute Stewart in front of the civilians and officials.

Instead, Edward sentenced him to confinement and farming as punishment.

If he repented while confined and farming, and lived alongside the people as a farmer, he would forgive him.

But Stewart didn't change at all. In the end, he continued to curse Edward while confined. Learning this, Edward ordered his complete confinement and isolated Stewart from the world.

And Stewart continued to be a small spark of rebellion for Edward.

Regardless of Edward's feelings, their conversation continued.

"Perhaps you should use Laria…"

The man who had been the butler had casually used the first name of the woman he had introduced to Edward and the others as his master. He had been faking his position.

"Ah, that spirit user."

Stewart's voice sounded as if everything was a bother. It seemed his brother had no interest in anything other than taking revenge on Edward and returning to the throne.

But the man who had been the butler pressed on.

"I do not think it wise to let those who have seen this mansion return alive."

As he said this, a low, amused laugh escaped the man's lips. Edward shuddered.

That man was used to killing.

"You say the strangest things. Was it not you who brought them here?"

As if finding it funny, his brother let out a low, hoarse laugh. The laugh was strangely high-pitched. Had the long years of confinement driven him mad?

Edward leaned against the corridor wall and let out a small sigh. For now, his enemies were just that man who had called himself the butler, and the spirit user Laria.

Judging by the tone of Stewart's voice, it didn't seem like he could fight. The only question now was how to let the inspectors know he was here.

It seemed the inspectors thought this mansion was a rocky mountain. Illusory magic belonged to the domain of darkness spirit magic. That meant if he killed the spirit user Laria, the illusion would be broken. Then it would be possible to capture them all at once.

If the conversation in the royal castle had been leaked, there must be informants and collaborators in Sears as well. To smoke them out, he wanted to capture them alive if possible.

Edward pondered. He was not skilled at fighting spirit users in the first place. It was said that a single high-level spirit user was superior to a thousand foot soldiers, so it was only natural.

Waiting for the spirit users Anna and Franz to wake up would be the surest bet, but it was a mystery whether they would be left alone until then.

Knowing Stewart, he would likely find joy in brutally murdering Ritz, his friend, and his companions in front of Edward, just to torment him.

As Edward was considering what to do, the butler's words reached his ears.

"What shall we do with those other than King Edward?"

"Crucify them all here. Do not lay a hand on Edward."

"Oh? And what will you do?"

At the butler's amused voice, Stewart laughed lowly.

"Is it not obvious? Before the eyes of the conscious Edward, I will drag out the entrails of his friend who will never awaken, and his companions. It will surely be a delightful sight!"

Edward was once again convinced that his intuition had been correct. If he had chosen to leave the labyrinth with Ritz and the others, he would have played right into Stewart's hands.

But this way, he could buy time. Just as he was about to place his hand on the hilt of his sword with resolve, his hand stopped at Stewart's all-too-familiar words.

"Especially that dog of Edward's! There was no one more impudent than him!"

Edward's dog.

Though the man himself would have disliked it, it was a title given to Ritz by both friend and foe.

The much more childish and innocent Ritz of the past was called Edward's dog by his comrades with affection, and by his enemies with contempt.

Only a handful of people, including Edward, had not treated Ritz like a dog. But remembering those days made him smile.

Ritz was always by Edward's side, always looking at him with a beaming smile and absolute trust.

Ritz, whom he had met for the first time in thirty-five years, was completely calm, and Edward was relieved by that. He had grown up a little.

Had he healed some of the anguish and sorrow of the past? Had he become a little more positive about living?

Or perhaps the children who were with him now would teach Ritz something.

That's why… he couldn't let him die here. Nor Ritz's young companions.

Edward let out a deep sigh. He had no choice but to go out. As he had told Ritz, he had already made arrangements for his son to succeed him if he died.

"Ritz, Shasta… I'm counting on you."

Bidding farewell to his friend in a low voice, Edward entered the entrance hall with his sword in hand. The soft carpet silenced even his footsteps.

The two men, unaware of Edward's stealthy approach, did not notice him at all. They probably never even considered that someone would enter here.

Let alone that it would be Edward.

It was Stewart who found him first. He opened his mouth in a daze for a moment, then began to tremble.

Surprise, and indignation that he had escaped the labyrinth so easily, were written on his face, but Edward was under no obligation to live as his brother wished.

The moment he saw his brother's face, he was surprised at how much disgust he still held for this man. But he would never let that emotion show directly.

Instead, he smiled calmly at the two men.

"It has been a long time, Your Highness, former Crown Prince Stewart. Or was it former King?"

At Edward's light sarcasm, the man's eyes widened. Pure white hair and bloodshot eyes… there was nothing left that reminded him of the handsome, ruthless figure of the past.

Only a gleaming ambition and hatred remained.

"You… Edward!"

"Thank you for such an interesting welcome, brother."

Edward looked at his brother with a sarcastic smile.

"Why, why are you here! You were supposed to be trapped in the *Infinite Nightmare*."

Stewart's eyes, looking at the man who called himself the butler in a flustered manner, showed no sign of reason.

"All kings of this country are taught how to escape from the *Infinite Nightmare* when they ascend the throne. It seems you were not aware that I have been the king of this country for thirty-five years, brother."

"What did you say?"

Stewart's expression changed. He was stunned, and at the same time, burning with intense jealousy toward Edward for knowing this. He probably couldn't stand that he knew something he himself did not.

"You were only taught how to trap people in there, brother. Unfortunately, no one taught you how to get out during those chaotic times. Or was it that you had all the useful people killed?"

"Hngh, you impudent little… Kill him! Erase him from my sight!"

At Stewart's shout, Edward smiled calmly.

"It is useless to erase me, brother. If I die, my son Gerald will immediately become the next king. The prime minister and I have already decided this. Unfortunately, there is no place for you."

"Then before you die, you will write a declaration that that decision is invalid."

Stewart pointed a trembling finger at Edward and smiled at him.

"Why must I listen to you, brother? I am the king of this country, am I not?"

"You little… How dare you!!"

Enraged, Stewart turned to the man at his side and shouted, spittle flying from the corners of his mouth.

"Is there nothing! Prepare some plan!"

"Relying on your mother during the civil war, and now relying on others at a time like this? You are pathetic beyond words, brother."

"Shut up, shut up! Be quiet, Edward! Raven! Seize him and make him write the declaration!"

At Stewart's shout, the man called Raven let out a faint smile and approached Stewart.

"There is a better way, Your Majesty."

"What is it, speak!"

"Would you not grant me this man's life? I will ensure it is to your liking."

Edward's brow furrowed. But Stewart, as if drawn to those words, approached the man.

"How will you make it to my liking, Raven?"

Raven answered Stewart respectfully.

"It is simple. I will dispose of this man, and take on his form to go to the Royal Capital."

"Can you do such a thing?"

At Stewart's question, Raven's lips curled into a smile.

"It is simple."

"I see… I see! And what will you do then?"

Stewart's eyes gleamed strangely as he clung to Raven like a madman.

"After eliminating the queen, the crown prince, and even the prince, his grandson, I will grandly guide Your Majesty to the Royal Capital…"

To go to the Royal Capital in his form…

Edward had a bad feeling. In the past, this Stewart had fought alongside his mother's lover, a member of the Clan of Darkness, during the civil war.

Could this man be a dweller of the darkness?

Why… why had a member of the Clan of Darkness appeared in this country again…

Though he didn't show it on his face, a cold sweat ran down his back.

This wouldn't even buy him time. What's more, if he was killed here, the harm would extend to his wife, children, and grandchildren.

If that happened, the peaceful kingdom he had built up until now would be ruined.

"Hee, hee hee! That is good! You can finish Edward, can you not, Raven?"

"Yes, as Your Highness commands…"

Stewart began to chuckle, and then again laughed in a high-pitched voice.

"That is good. But, it is a pity to just kill him… I will make him taste the suffering I have endured, and then slowly kill him."

Edward deliberately said nothing. If he wasn't going to be killed right away, there was a chance. He had never imagined his brother's cruelty would be his salvation.

"Raven, bind this man. Crucify him where I can see him."

"As you wish, Your Majesty."

The butler… Raven clapped his hands and summoned someone. From out of nowhere, that flamboyant woman… Laria Ecarlate appeared.

But her attire was completely different. Her long hair was tied up so as not to be a hindrance, and instead of that flashy dress, she wore a revealing leather outfit that clung to her body.

He finally understood what Anna meant by 'it looks hard to move in.' Anna had intuitively sensed that Laria was uncomfortable in that dress.

"What is it, Raven?"

"It's your turn."

Bright red lips, dark skin and pitch-black hair… and her ears, which had been short when she came here, were now long and pointed…

"You're from the Clan of Darkness, too…!"

As Edward raised his sword and said this, Laria turned around with a bewitching smile.

"That's right. Me, and Raven, too."

What jumped into Edward's eyes when he turned around was Raven throwing off his three-piece suit. At the same time, his face changed. His face looked to be in his thirties.

"There is no way for you to be saved."

Stewart declared to Edward. It certainly didn't seem like he could be saved.

But, he had said he would not kill him immediately, but crucify him here. What on earth was he planning…

When he happened to look, he saw that the sword in Raven's hand was a tagger, the same as the one the bandit had. The bandit from that time was this man.

Raven raised his sword and took a stance. Edward also raised his sword. But in front of him was Laria, who clearly used spirit magic.

"Laria, crucify the king for me. Do not kill him, His Majesty wishes it so."

At Raven's words, Laria looked at Stewart with a dissatisfied face. She probably wanted to finish Edward off with her own hands. It was written all over her face.

Unaware that he was being watched, Stewart stared at Edward with gleaming eyes.

"This man belongs to His Majesty. He is not your prey."

So he was already being treated as an object. A sarcastic laugh welled up inside him. Perhaps noticing this, Laria shrugged her shoulders and winked at him.

"Oh, what a shame. I suppose it can't be helped. It's not often I get to hunt a king."

Before Laria's words had even finished, Raven closed in on Edward from the front. His speed was terrifying.

The sight that entered Edward's vision as he reflexively blocked the sword was Laria beginning to chant a spell with a strangely shaped staff in her hand.

But he couldn't afford to pay attention to that. Raven's tagger had a very sharp, recurved angle.

It was a strange, curved sword about sixty centimeters long with a blade on only one side, its shape drawing a semicircle from the hilt to the tip.

Edward had seen people fight with taggers before, but he had never faced one. Edward was bewildered by the completely different style of attack with the tagger.

If he challenged that sword with brute force, the power would be dispersed along the semicircle curve, and his own sword would be easily deflected.

It seemed he couldn't be easily captured. And the blade was gleaming as if something had been applied to it.

"…Poison?"

After pushing back Raven's sword and taking a step back, Edward muttered.

"Rest assured, Your Majesty, it is not a poison that leads to immediate death."

Edward did not fall for Raven's taunting provocation. But he knew that the moment he was cut, it would be over.

He had to be wary of both Laria and Raven, but it was impossible to do so alone.

Edward was not young anymore. He knew he couldn't move like he used to.

As Raven charged at him, Edward braced himself and blocked with his own sword. As expected, the point where their swords met was unstable.

If Raven's sword were to knock Edward's sword upward, Edward would suffer a fatal wound.

As Edward desperately thought while their swords were locked, a dignified woman's voice echoed in his ears.

"Oh, Dark Spirit King, who governs chaos and fear, grant me strength!"

"Damn it!"

While he was fighting Raven, Laria's spell had been completed. Edward had no way to resist.

"Grant that man the sleep of darkness!"

For a moment, it felt like Edward's heart had stopped. The spirit magic had been cast upon his body.

Strength drained from his feet. He understood that he wasn't dead, but he couldn't tell anything beyond that. He knew that spirit magic was less effective if one concentrated one's own spirit on the magic.

But in this situation, it was impossible to concentrate solely on Laria.

Even the sensation of his body collapsing felt distant, and Edward completely lost consciousness.

The last thing he heard was Stewart's high-pitched laughter.

Meanwhile, Inspector Kenny Fort was pale. It was no wonder, since the king, whom the prime minister had entrusted to him, had disappeared.

When they woke up, the mansion had vanished, and there was only a rocky mountain. This wasn't even an abandoned village. It was truly a mountain with nothing remarkable about it.

Their luggage was safe, but without the king, it was all for naught. This country still needed King Edward.

And yet, Kenny, who was his guard, had failed to protect him. Where on earth had the king disappeared to…

To make matters worse, Ritz, the king's friend and minister, and his wards had also disappeared. If they were here, they might have been able to come up with a good idea.

In the past few weeks, Kenny had come to place great trust and liking in Ritz.

He had begun to feel that this person, who always seemed to be joking but had a certain depth to him, was someone he should look up to, just like Edward.

And yet, to lose both the king and the minister…

Kenny furrowed his brow and pressed his forehead with one hand. It had already been several hours since they had woken up. It was well past noon.

At this rate, it might get dark before they found the king.

As the captain of this unit, Kenny was thinking only of what he could do, but no answer came to him. If he calmed down, he should be able to see something. He had no choice but to believe that.

In the light of the morning sun, they had all climbed the rocky mountain together, but even from the highest peak, they could find no trace that this had been a village.

This was truly just a rocky mountain. It couldn't possibly be a mansion.

At a loss, the inspection team and the drivers sat down on the rocks wherever they pleased. It was a single inspector who broke the stalemate.

"Captain, I have an idea."

One of his subordinates proposed to Kenny.

"What is it, spit it out."

Kenny was usually mild-mannered, but his tone was sharp. But Kenny was not the only one whose nerves were frayed by this situation. Perhaps for that reason, his subordinate reported as usual.

"I have heard that high-level spirit users have the power to create illusions that can even deceive the sense of touch. Perhaps we are seeing an illusion."

That was what everyone had been thinking. But it seemed there was more to his story. Kenny nodded.

"…Continue."

"Yes, sir. I believe everyone here is wondering if that mansion was an illusion. But for my part, I cannot tell if that magnificent mansion was an illusion."

That inspector's thinking seemed to be slightly different from what everyone had been thinking up until now.

"Why do you think so?"

When Kenny prompted him, the inspector placed a hand on his stomach. No one quite understood the gesture, but they finally understood after the inspector spoke.

"The proof is that we are not hungry. It is because we ate the meal that was served. If we had eaten an illusion, we would not have been able to move like this since morning."

Indeed, they had rested sufficiently and eaten. Judging by the state of their bodies, it was highly likely that they had been staying in a proper place until this morning.

"In that case, could it be that this rocky mountain we are seeing now is…"

As Kenny muttered, the inspector nodded.

"It may be the illusion."

The one they were seeing now was the illusion? No one had considered that. Everyone had thought the mansion was the illusion.

But this inspector had considered that first. The reason was just the single fact that he wasn't hungry, but it was convincing.

"If that is the case, then this is still the courtyard of the mansion."

"This is the courtyard?"

The subordinate's story continued. It was a story he had heard long ago, but he said that illusions occur because dark spirit magic is cast on the mind of the person seeing it. But he also said that the true form of the illusion is reflected in mirrors or water.

"What do you think, Captain?"

Asked, Kenny stood up. He looked over his subordinates. It was worth a try.

"…Does anyone have a mirror?"

No one raised their hand at Kenny's question. On a journey with only men, there was no one who had brought a mirror this far.

"…No one?"

Perhaps it was a mistake to even ask if anyone had a mirror in this group of only men.

But the water that could substitute for a mirror was almost gone. They had been planning to draw water from the well when they left. And that well had now vanished.

"Really no one?"

As Kenny's voice unconsciously dropped to a whisper, one of the drivers' voices rose as if he had just thought of something.

"I have one, Captain! The carriage His Majesty was riding in, I believe it had a mirror attached!"

At these words, everyone became excited. This might be the breakthrough they were looking for.

"Alright! Remove the mirror!"

The men scrambled over each other and ran toward the carriage that Edward's party had been riding in.



		
		
		
			Chapter 44: <10>
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 44

			<10>

			Edward regained consciousness to a sharp pain that felt like a burning heat, only to realize that both of his hands were in manacles. After Laria's dark magic had knocked him out, he had been crucified against the wall, just as Stewart had wished.

"You're a pathetic sight, Edward."

He lifted his head at the sound of the hoarse yet cheerful voice and saw Stewart tipping a wineglass filled with a crimson liquid.

On the table was a platter of assorted cheeses on a beautifully arranged silver plate and a bottle of red wine. Next to them were a water pitcher and a fruit basket.

Whether he had a servant bring it or the two with him had, it was clear he was reveling in his own satisfaction, with the unconscious Edward as his prize.

To hold the power of life and death over an Edward who had never once bowed before him must have been the ultimate pleasure.

He was likely waiting to see Edward beg for his life, but Edward was not so kind as to grant that wish.

Even if he were to lose his life, he would never lose his pride as king. For the sake of those who died in the civil war, he had to hold his head high, no matter the circumstances.

But his body felt terribly heavy. He mocked himself for getting old. Still, Edward stared straight back at Stewart without looking away.

This was the entrance hall from before.

Stewart had crucified the fallen Edward to a nearby wall and had a table and chair, which he'd no doubt made Raven carry, placed before him so he could enjoy this moment of torture.

All Edward could see was the sight of Stewart before him and the gaudily patterned red carpet at his feet. Where had those two from the Clan of Darkness gone?

And how much time had passed? The uncertainty of it all made him faintly anxious. If a significant amount of time had passed since he lost consciousness, Ritz and the others should have returned by now.

He quickly scanned his surroundings, but there was no sign of Ritz's group having been brought into the room.

Stewart had said he would kill them in front of Edward, so if they weren't here, they were likely still alive in that basement.

*It was a good thing I came out, even if it was reckless. I probably bought them some time.*

"Are you even listening, Edward?!"

He was suddenly snapped out of his thoughts by a shout. Looking up, he saw his brother's completely white eyebrows twitching in irritation.

"Ah, was that you, brother? My apologies. I wasn't listening."

As he answered in a deliberately magnanimous tone to fuel the man's irritation, Stewart's eyes widened.

"Y-You!"

"What seems to be the matter, brother?"

"Y-You… You!"

"Ah. Is it because I wasn't listening?"

For some time now, Stewart had been spewing all sorts of violence and verbal abuse in an attempt to wipe the smile from Edward's face.

Edward, who had no intention of listening, had simply tuned it out and had been lost in thought.

In the first place, Edward was not the type to fall for simple provocations.

"How dare you mock me!"

Stewart slammed his wineglass down on the table. The overflowing wine spilled from the glass, spreading into a stain as red as blood.

"You are not permitted to… to make a fool of me!"

Stewart, drunk, stood up on unsteady legs. As Edward watched without averting his gaze, the man raised his withered fist before the defenseless king.

"Someone of your base birth has no right to laugh at me!"

Even if he was a frail old man, it was more than possible for him to injure a completely helpless Edward.

The fist slammed into the side of his face, cutting the inside of his mouth and filling it with the metallic taste of blood. But Edward remained completely unfazed and spat the blood pooling in his mouth onto the floor.

For some reason, it was Stewart, the one who had thrown the punch, who let out a groan, clutching his fist as he staggered and collapsed back into his chair.

There was nothing to be done if the one doing the hitting was hurting his own hand. Edward gave a small laugh, and this time, Stewart began to hurl insults.

"Your companions trapped in that 'Infinite Nightmare' will never return. You must feel so helpless, don't you?"

He had always been a man skilled at choosing words that tormented others. A nostalgic hatred welled up, and Edward let out a small sigh. *Even after all this time, has his true nature not changed at all?*

Seeking to torment Edward further, Stewart added another layer of words.

"They are not even royalty, you know? They may lose their lives for being caught up with you. You must be so helpless, so anxious! How does it feel? Isn't it painful?"

"I'm not helpless in the least."

Edward believed in the luck of those three. If it were just Ritz, he might have worried, but somehow, he felt that with Anna and Franz around, his friend couldn't possibly die.

"They will get out. I'm sorry to disappoint you, brother, but of this I am certain."

Edward gave his brother a confident smile. He had already prepared himself for death and had left the capital with no lingering concerns. Nothing Stewart could say now would bother him.

Stewart clicked his tongue in frustration.

After confirming that Stewart's gaze had shifted from him to the platter of cheese, Edward let out a faint breath to release the pain.

In truth, his situation was no laughing matter. His body was likely near its limit. His feet were on the floor, but they were shackled, and he couldn't move.

Both his arms were chained above his head to the wall. He was starting to lose feeling in them.

It seemed his brother's claim of killing him slowly was not entirely a lie.

"This is your fault, Edward. If only you hadn't usurped the throne from me and Richard, I could have granted you the rank of duke and let you live."

Stewart muttered this as if to himself, speared a piece of cheese with a silver pick, and then brought the wine to his lips.

His eyes, which expressed nothing but a stagnant hatred, held not a single spark of a living person.

"It is your mother's fault. For a mere commoner to receive Father's favor… that is unforgivable…"

These rambling words were the same ones the nobles had thrown at him time and again during the civil war. Edward was used to them.

Edward had originally been born the child of a concubine. To keep him hidden from another concubine who was poisoning potential heirs left and right, his very birth had been carried out in absolute secrecy at a royal villa.

Afterward, he had spent less than a month with his mother before being entrusted to her best friend's family, the Sabatieris, and was raised as their son, unaware of his true identity.

The one born into this family later was Shasta, the current Prime Minister. At that point, Edward should have been the furthest from the throne.

But in the end, it was not the child of the queen consort but Edward who ascended to the throne.

He learned he had royal blood at the age of twelve. The former king was still alive back then, and the country was stable, so he had never even considered desiring the throne.

But then the king lost consciousness and became bedridden, and the country fell into turmoil. In the chaos, Edward's mother was assassinated by the other concubine, who then declared herself queen. The king was later poisoned by the same woman.

That woman's children were Stewart and Richard, who lost his life in the civil war.

And so, for Stewart, who was imprisoned at the end of the war, Edward was the root of all evil.

"…Brother, there is something I wish to discuss."

Edward cut in, his breathing strained.

"If you're going to ask me to let you down, I will not listen."

"No. It's the reason you could not become king."

At Edward's provocative words, Stewart looked up from his wineglass with a displeased expression.

"That would be your fault, Edward. Because you started a civil war."

Still crucified, Edward let out a faint laugh.

"You were not a man who should have become king, brother. That is why the people followed me. Do you understand what that means?"

Stewart's eyes flew open. It seemed a rage was welling up from the very depths of his soul.

"I do not! And I have no desire to!"

Stewart, furious, threw his wineglass at Edward. Unable to dodge, the glass struck Edward's face and shattered.

The sweet aroma of wine mingled with the metallic scent of blood reached Edward's nose. Stewart, his hair disheveled, possessed no dignity or nobility whatsoever.

Even after being driven from the throne, he couldn't fully become a commoner, clinging to his royal status while lacking even a single fragment of his former brilliance.

Even though he was his brother by blood, he was a fool. No, beyond that, his ignorance was pitiful.

"Why? Why, even in such a state, are you so full of confidence?! You are about to die!"

Edward's composure was severely agitating Stewart. Facing his cornered brother, Edward continued to spin his words.

"It is because I carry the people on my back…"

"Carry them?"

"That's right. Their despair, their hopes, their lives… because I carry it all, I can be confident."

He didn't expect to be understood. He just wanted to throw his own beliefs at Stewart… that was his sole desire.

He understood that saying anything to this man was truly pointless. But he couldn't stop himself from telling this foolish, self-centered, and pitiful man.

"You knew too little of the people, brother. You never tried to know them."

"I have no desire to know the thoughts of base commoners!"

"Base commoners, you say?"

"That's right. The common folk could never understand my thoughts. What part of you is right? I am the legitimate one. Why do they not revere me?"

As Stewart said this with a satisfied look, his gaze wandering, Edward could only sigh.

"The king exists to protect the people. You should have known that, brother. Those who exist only to oppress the people are destined for ruin."

"Foolishness… The people exist to protect the king. That is what a country is!"

Stewart declared this, puffing out his chest as he had in the old days, his withered body trembling.

He truly hadn't changed at all. Not in thirty-five long years.

Stewart knew far too little of the world outside the royal palace. Perhaps that wasn't his fault. From the moment he was born, his world had revolved around him, and others had always revered and obeyed him faithfully.

It was natural for him that others existed for his sake. Those who defied him should not exist in this world. That was his idea of how this country should be.

But he couldn't even make his own younger brother, connected by blood though from a different mother, obey him. That dilemma tormented him.

Edward, at the very least, wanted to shatter the ideal country in his head and force reality upon him. But as Ritz had said, that was likely a reckless endeavor.

"You may not understand, brother, having been raised in the royal palace. But I know it well. That is precisely why I started the civil war—to prevent you from becoming king."

"Silence, Edward!"

But Edward did not fall silent.

"You are a tiny parasite, brother, clinging to the great tree of power."

"Wh-…"

"After you have sucked everything dry, what is left for the people? Is it not only hatred and conflict? You can never earn their respect."

Edward stared straight at the man who was once his brother. Stewart stood up and staggered a step back.

Why can't I win? Why can't I defeat the son of a concubine? …His face clearly spelled it out.

"Brother…"

"Silence!"

"You are a man this country no longer needs."

"Silence, silence, you thief! If you hadn't stolen the throne, I would have been king! No one would have dared complain!"

As Stewart began to scream, Edward roared back.

"Are you still lost in your own dreams, brother?!"

Stewart's whole body trembled violently as he let out a strange cry, his face frozen and contorted as he struck Edward.

"Why do you look at me?!"

But Edward immediately raised his head and met Stewart's gaze.

"Why do you look at me?!"

Realizing his power and authority had no effect, Stewart began to fear his immobilized, crucified opponent. He repeatedly struck him while shouting for help.

"Raven, Raven! Kill him, kill this insolent man!"

Edward glared fiercely at the shrieking Stewart.

"You can't do anything yourself, can you, brother?"

"W-What did you say?!"

Stewart retorted in a strangely high-pitched voice, but Edward paid him no heed.

He looked straight into Stewart's eyes and declared to his brother with the tone of one passing judgment on a criminal.

"That is the biggest reason the people did not choose you as their king!"

"Don't you dare say iiiit!"

As Stewart continued to beat Edward, Raven appeared. He held that same sword in his hand. This time, it was truly a desperate situation.

Edward prepared himself. It seemed his brother no longer had any intention of letting him live.

His remaining time was truly running out, but Ritz and the others had yet to emerge from the labyrinth. The trial could not be overcome overnight, it seemed.

To lose his life in a place like this felt pathetic. *If only I could have seen Ritz and Shasta one more time,* he muttered in his heart.

Especially Ritz. It hadn't been long since they were reunited. There were so many things he wanted to talk about.

For him, Ritz was the one and only friend with whom he could truly open his heart. He was an irreplaceable friend who had walked beside Edward on the blood-soaked path before and after the civil war.

Even if there had been no word from him for over thirty years…

"Well, Your Majesty, it is time to say farewell. Do you have any last words?"

Raven before him spoke calmly as he drew his sword. He had tan skin and sharp, black eyes. The characteristics of the Clan of Darkness.

Come to think of it, half of his friend's blood was from this dark clan, he suddenly remembered.

Still, for him, who had also been famed for his martial prowess, to be cut down without being able to offer any resistance was utterly pathetic.

Words suddenly escaped his lips.

"What of my companions?"

Raven laughed, amused.

"His Highness over there didn't want to be alone with you, you see. Unfortunately, we haven't disposed of them. We'll deal with them immediately after we kill you."

"…I see. In that case, throw me in that hole with my partner."

"Heh heh. Your Majesty truly seems to cherish your partner."

"Yes. He is my other half, after all."

During the civil war, they had fought together as partners. For Edward, Ritz's existence was truly irreplaceable.

Ritz probably had no idea how Edward felt. After all, he was such a dyed-in-the-wool slacker that he hadn't even replied to a single letter in thirty-five years.

"Is there anything else?"

He still clung to life, but he had no regrets. This was all a path he had chosen himself.

And so he put on a particularly bright smile.

"Come to think of it, there's some paperwork I haven't finished back in my office in the capital. I'd quite like to get that done."

At those words, Raven's sharp eyes narrowed like a new moon, and he skillfully curled one side of his mouth into a small sneer.

"Do you still intend to live, Your Majesty?"

"One can hope…"

Edward let out a small sigh. This was truly the end. The curtain of life closes more abruptly and unexpectedly than one thinks.

"Well now, that's quite admirable. Just as expected of one who became king."

Raven said as he readied his sword.

He approached slowly, sword in one hand. Raven's expression clearly showed the pleasure of tormenting the weak.

To eliminate the most powerful man in this country with his own hands. There was likely no greater joy for this man.

It was at that moment.

"Hold it right there!"

A candlestick flew past Edward's face. It was followed by a sphere of fire that grazed by him. Raven quickly leaped back from his position.

"W-What?!"

In an instant, a large back carrying a greatsword stood protectively in front of Edward. It was, without a doubt, his friend, Ritz.

Ritz stood between Raven and him, calling out cheerfully to the assassin.

"Looks like you're having a good time. Not getting an invitation to the main event is a real drag. Let me in on the fun!"

As he let out a sigh of relief at Ritz's presence, someone's hand touched his forehead. The hand emitted a cool, blue light.

"I'll heal you right away!"

It was Anna. She was tending to Edward's wounds with a sincere expression.

And a step behind Ritz was Franz, spear at the ready, launching fireballs at Raven.

"How…"

Stewart groaned in a voice that seemed to crack with astonishment. It was only natural to be surprised when people he thought were trapped in the 'Infinite Nightmare' suddenly appeared.

But Edward had believed they would come. He smiled at Stewart, whose face had gone pale.

"Didn't I tell you, brother? That they would surely get out."

"Impossible!"

Ritz glanced at the flustered Stewart, then turned to look at Edward. After a brief frown and a grimace, he slowly placed both hands on Edward's shoulders and let out a deep sigh of relief.

This impeccable timing brought a smile to his face.

"You made it just in time, Ritz."

"Looks like it was a close call, though."

But it must be human nature to want to complain a little once you feel relieved. Just like in the old days, Ritz got right up in his face and yelled at Edward from point-blank range.

"You! Why would you go off alone when you knew this would happen?!"

Ritz stared intently at Edward with an angry look on his face. But it wasn't a look of anger; it was one of genuine concern.

He knew that much from their long years of friendship. If they were alone, he'd probably be pouting like a child, yelling, *'Don't make me worry, you idiot!'*

He thought Ritz had grown up, but he hadn't changed at all. Relieved by this, Edward smiled at his friend.

"I'll hear your complaints later. Get me out of this."

"Yeah, yeah."

Still scowling, Ritz drew his greatsword and forcefully struck the chains on the wall, destroying them.

Once all four chains were severed, Edward's body was finally free. But his body wouldn't obey him, and he slid down the wall, slumping to the floor.

He seemed to have expended a great deal of stamina. His legs were unsteady.

Ritz turned to face forward, shielding Edward with his back. In his line of sight were two men. Stewart and Raven.

"…Hey, who's that?"

Ritz pointed at Raven, who stood stunned with his dagger still drawn.

"The butler of this mansion."

"Cut the crap, he was an old man!"

"It's not a lie. He's from the Clan of Darkness."

Ritz stared at Raven. He seemed to have noticed the familiar dagger.

"So this guy was the leader of those bandits, too!"

"You got it."

Ritz slowly raised his greatsword and faced the two men. Seeing the sudden increase in enemies, Stewart, who had been standing there stunned, was once again thrown into turmoil.

In the tension-filled hall, Anna suddenly asked in a clear, resonant voice.

"Which one is the former Crown Prince?"

Of course, the man himself did not answer Anna's question.

So, Franz pointed at Stewart. Stewart, who never expected to be pointed at like an exhibit, was rendered speechless.

"This one was the butler, so it's that one."

And he'd just referred to the former Crown Prince as 'that one.' Edward, who was listening, found it amusing. This was undoubtedly more effective than any of Edward's own rebukes.

Anna nodded and glared at Stewart with her honest eyes.

"Why did you do bad things when you were the Crown Prince? If there's a war, lots of people will die, and lots of people will be in trouble! That's definitely a bad thing!"

Stewart was taken aback for a moment, but then he answered Anna, trembling with rage as he shrieked.

"What are you talking about?! The one standing right there, Edward, is the one who started the civil war!"

Anna silently turned to look at Edward. Unbelievable, was written all over her honest face.

"Is that true?"

She asked timidly, and he gave a quiet nod in return.

"It's true."

"No…"

He smiled and explained to the speechless Anna.

"If that man had become king, this country would have fallen into chaos, and many would have died. It was a war of necessity. You may not understand now, but I'm sure you will someday."

Anna was silent for a while, but eventually, she looked up.

"Starting a war is a bad thing, and I'm not smart, so I don't get it. But…"

Anna looked at Stewart again.

"You know, I saw something in the labyrinth. When a bad king ruled the country, everyone suffered and had a hard time. So I think everyone is happier if Ed-san is the king."

With that, Anna quietly approached Edward. What had she seen in that labyrinth? He didn't know.

But it seemed that the current Anna had come to understand, in her own way, why Edward sought to become king.

"I think someone who bullies a helpless person is a really, really bad person. I think it's absolutely wrong for someone like that to become king."

Saying so, Anna sat down beside Edward and held her hand over him. The coldness of the shimmering water gradually turned to warmth.

"O Water Spirit, heal these wounds."

Anna healed Edward's wounds with a look of determination. Her straightforward gaze brought a smile to Edward's face.

*This child's presence will surely change Ritz, who is always with her. This child possesses something that Ritz is decisively lacking.*

*That's why, someday, he will surely have to tell her everything. That might not be my role, but rather the job of Ritz, her guardian.*

*Someday, even after she knows the truth of it, if those eyes do not cloud over, she may become a light that illuminates her guardian, Ritz.*

*Because, like Ritz, she has a longer lifespan than I do.*

"Anna. I'll tell you all about it later, okay?"

Ritz, oblivious to Edward's thoughts, said this to Anna.

For some reason, that seemed to be enough to convince her. Anna nodded at Ritz's words, then smiled and moved away from Edward.

His wounds had almost vanished, and while his stamina wasn't fully restored, it had recovered. At this rate, Edward could fight too.

Franz, who had been standing silently beside him, let out a sigh. He, too, had a right to know.

*Does Ritz understand that's what it means to be companions?*

But first, surviving this place was the top priority.

"Franz, could you lend me that rapier?"

Edward's own weapon had been taken and was not here. Franz drew the rapier from his hip and offered it to Edward. He already had his spear at the ready.

Having almost fully prepared for battle, the four of them stared at Stewart and Raven.

"It's been a while, Your Highness, Crown Prince Stewart."

At Ritz's deeply sarcastic words, Stewart's face twisted.

"You… Edward's dog!"

"Oh? I'm honored you remember me."

An image from the past was likely resurfacing in Stewart's mind.

The image of Ritz from over thirty years ago, who was always by Edward's side, boasting of his invincibility.

Ritz stood before him, looking almost exactly the same. In all those years, he had aged only a few.

The only things that had changed were that the weapon he carried was no longer a regular sword but a rather large greatsword, and that he had acquired an air of brazenness and strength.

"You know, back then, I really should have finished you off, even if Ed told me not to."

Ritz said this in the same casual tone he always used for jokes as he readied his greatsword.

"What are you saying…"

Stewart took a few frightened steps back. But perhaps his pride wouldn't allow it, for he didn't fully turn to flee.

He desperately raised his head, his glaring figure overlapping with the one from decades ago.

This man's survival became the seed of this incident. So, let's end it here.

It was Ritz, too, who had cornered this man in the previous civil war. But circumstances had stopped Ritz from delivering the final blow.

Through some strange and bizarre twist of fate, Ritz once again stood in this man's way.

"You fiend! I was the king of this country. And you… you!"

Ritz offered a confident smile to the enraged Stewart.

"I'm from the Ciedena Special Autonomous Region, you know?"

"Guh…"

It seemed Anna and the others didn't understand the meaning of Ritz's words. But his next sentence seemed to clear things up.

"Even the king of this country isn't supposed to be able to exercise his authority there. That's been decided since ancient times."

The Ciedena Special Autonomous Region was, for all intents and purposes, a completely independent nation. It was an old promise dating back to the founding of the Yuresla Kingdom.

He'd heard that the Special Autonomous Region Law, whose origins were unknown, existed in every country on the continent. Therefore, to make any kind of deal with the Clan of Light, one had to negotiate with their designated representative.

That negotiator was Ritz's father.

So, to control Ciedena, and by extension, to command the Clan of Light, was something no one could do, not even the king.

Ritz was a major exception, but even so, he was not in a master-servant relationship with Edward. For Edward, he was more like his one and only best friend, and at times, a troublesome younger brother.

"Ritz does not obey even the king of this country. Looking at me should make that obvious."

Edward interjected without letting his guard down, and Ritz complained with a displeased look on his face.

"You think so? I think I live a pretty respectable life."

Stewart, who had been biting his lip and glaring at the four of them, finally seemed to snap and let out a shriek.

"Are you insulting me?!"

Ritz's reply was honest, but incredibly malicious.

"Insult you? I'm just ignoring you."

Stewart trembled. He lacked the courage to challenge them himself, yet his pride was immense. Driven solely by that rage, he commanded Raven, who stood beside him.

"Kill every last one of them."

Raven, though exasperated by the situation, finally seemed to compose himself and drew his sword.

"Hah. As Your Highness wishes…"

While readying himself against Raven, Ritz asked a question.

"Ed, what's the plan?"

At Ritz's question, Edward smiled faintly.

"Capture them if you can. It seems there's still more to this incident."

"Got it. I'll do my best."

Having overheard their conversation, Raven let out a booming laugh. He was provoking Ritz.

"Now, can you really do that?"

In response to his opponent's provocation, Ritz gave a confident smile and laughed back, completely unfazed.

"We'll find that out when we fight, won't we?"

Satisfied at the appearance of a worthy opponent, Raven turned back with a pleased look.

"Your Majesty, please stand back."

Calling out to Stewart, Raven laughed cheerfully and raised his voice.

"Laria, it's your turn!"

"I was getting tired of waiting, Raven."

As if seeping out of the darkness itself, Laria appeared. At the sight of her attire, Ritz and Franz were surprised, while Anna clapped her hands together.

"Right, right, that's much easier to move in! That other outfit looked so constricting."

Anna said this with a refreshed look on her face, her smile completely out of place.

Anna must have sensed that Laria's movements had been awkward because she was wearing unfamiliar clothes.

But she hadn't been able to express it well.

"…I see. You're surprisingly sharp, Anna."

Ritz glanced at Laria and nodded in admiration. Perhaps women just noticed different things. But this was no time to be thinking about that.

"Be careful. That woman is a user of dark spirits."

At Edward's warning, having fought her once, Anna and Franz froze. Come to think of it, neither of them, besides Ritz, had ever experienced a real battle.

"Thank you for the introduction. Saves me the trouble."

Laria gave a bewitching nod at Edward's words and glanced at Franz and Anna. Amidst the finally restored tension, a truly harsh battle was about to begin.
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			"Well then, shall we begin?"

With a strange cry, Raven leaped. His speed, his movements—he was indeed of the Clan of Darkness. I knew it because I was half of the same blood myself.

Ritz had his guard closed in an instant, but he wasn't so weak as to be taken down by that.

"As if I'd let you."

He easily parried Raven's sword. He was confident he surpassed him in both speed and strength. Otherwise, he couldn't have been a mercenary captain.

Realizing he was at a disadvantage in a contest of strength, their blades locked, Raven quickly pulled back.

He, too, was accustomed to battle. As Raven swiftly increased the distance between them, Ritz was lost in thought.

*He wants me to take this one alive, too.*

Ritz muttered softly, still wary of his opponent.

"What a pain in the ass…"

Since it wasn't something his young companions should hear, he let the words slip out with a sigh.

This time, he had drawn his sword. He couldn't very well face an opponent he knew was skilled with his sword still sheathed.

He was used to fighting with the daggers used by the Clan of Darkness from his mercenary days. But those were fights where killing was the premise.

From the first strike alone, it was clear Raven was a considerable master. And Edward wanted him to capture the man alive as much as possible. He really asked for the impossible.

He focused, observing his opponent.

The blade of the dagger gleamed black as if wet. It seemed to be coated in poison. If so, his opponent was likely not a warrior but an assassin.

An assassin from the Clan of Darkness possessed skill on par with the very best warriors fighting on the battlefield as mercenaries. In the first place, unless one was exceptionally skilled, infiltrating another country and carrying out an assassination would be impossible.

In a serious fight, he wouldn't have the luxury of protecting his two wards.

"Ed!"

"What is it?"

"I'm counting on you to handle them!"

"Understood."

Confirming by his presence that Edward had rushed over to Anna and Franz, Ritz kept his eyes locked on Raven.

It was Raven, again, who made the next move. He crouched low, supporting the blade with one hand as he lunged forward.

His movement, slicing through the dim gloom of the mansion even in midday, was extraordinarily fast.

Instinctively, Ritz didn't dodge, but met the blade head-on.

The impact was heavier than he'd expected, and Ritz lightly grit his teeth. But he had no intention of being overpowered.

With a grating sound, Ritz's sword, infused with his strength, slid along the edge of Raven's blade. A poisoned blade was several times more slippery.

*Capturing him alive is just too unreasonable.*

As he pulled back, reading his opponent's breathing, he let his sword slide. Raven reacted to the gradually sliding blade with a faint smile.

By the time Ritz realized it, his opponent had sunk into a flexible, deep stance and unleashed a sideways slash with his dagger.

The forward pressure suddenly vanished, and Ritz shifted his center of gravity to regain his footing. He dodged Raven's subsequent dagger strike by a hair's breadth.

Raven leaped back from Ritz as nimbly as if he were dancing and landed with his knees bent.

It was a beautifully refined swordsmanship, designed solely for killing.

"You're an assassin, aren't you?"

As Ritz straightened up and turned to face him, Raven answered in a low voice.

"And what if I am?"

"I don't like assassins."

"The feeling's mutual. I don't like you either."

"I figured. We're on the same page when it comes to hating each other."

He shrugged, his lips curving into a smile as he kept his eyes on Raven. Similarly, Raven watched Ritz with an amused expression.

There was no smile in his eyes. Only black pupils that gave off a dark gleam.

They both attacked at the same time. Sword met sword, letting out a dull metallic clang. After several exchanges, neither would yield an inch.

He didn't know about Raven, but Ritz had a ton of people to protect and no time to be struggling against an assassin in a place like this.

Ritz swung his greatsword in a powerful sweep at Raven. Raven dodged with agility. As they slowly closed the distance, Raven spoke to Ritz cheerfully.

"That's enough testing each other's strength. How about you start getting serious?"

Ritz's lips curled into a smile at those words.

"You're right. I think I'll do just that."

Meanwhile, Franz was troubled by Laria, who had yet to make a move. She was leisurely toying with her staff, intently observing the two of them.

"Are you two just children?"

Not understanding her intent, Franz could only be bewildered. As he watched her, keeping his guard up, Laria, her red lips slightly parted, narrowed her eyes bewitchingly at him.

"If you're just children, I'll kill you quickly and painlessly… but you're with the king, so you can't be just children, can you?"

It was indeed a little irritating to be called a mere child. But how should he answer that…

As Franz was at a loss for words, Anna stepped forward and, with her chest puffed out, answered proudly and clearly.

"We're spirit users, sort of."

At that overly honest answer, Franz's shoulders slumped. If she hadn't said that, the strategies he could consider would have been slightly different.

Laria before him first looked stunned, then lowered her eyes. She was laughing.

"Huh? Did I say something weird?"

At Franz and Laria's reaction, the one who'd said it, Anna, tilted her head in confusion.

"What's wrong?"

"You idiot! They didn't know we were spirit users yet!"

"We're not supposed to let them know?"

Even if he talked about strategy, Franz himself didn't know what he could do, so he couldn't answer if asked. He reluctantly complained in a low voice.

"And there's no 'sort of'."

"Why not?"

"You don't want them to know we're inexperienced, do you?"

"Why?"

She required a helping hand from one to ten. Irritated, Franz couldn't reply. Ritz would have been able to talk his way out of it, but even his explanations were clumsy.

"Ask Ritz about it later."

In the end, he passed the buck entirely to Ritz. But those words seemed to make Anna remember the lessons she'd learned from her journey with Ritz so far. She nodded in understanding, once again in a perfectly normal, loud voice.

"Oh, I get it! Ritz said bluffing is a skill too!"

His shoulders sagged wearily. Franz muttered with a sigh.

"Anna… please don't talk anymore."

"? Is something wrong?"

He shook his head at the now-concerned Anna. He didn't want to repeat this joke-like exchange in front of the enemy any longer.

Besides, the one who was a spirit user 'sort of' and inexperienced was Franz more than Anna. He could only pray that she didn't realize that.

For a while now, their enemy, Laria, had been listening to their exchange, her body shaking with laughter.

"Hey, you said 'sort of,' but can you even fight?"

Laria, with a confident smile, gazed straight at Anna and sat down in the seat Stewart had occupied until just now. Then, with an elegant gesture, she picked up the wine bottle on the table.

It seemed Laria had misunderstood and thought Anna was the 'sort of' spirit user. If so, Franz's bluff might just work.

"I enjoy tormenting weak enemies, you know. But it's even more fun if they're strong."

Laria quietly poured wine into a finely polished glass. Even that movement, carried out by her tan fingertips, was filled with allure.

With a smooth, flowing motion, Laria raised the glass. She swirled it slightly, as if enjoying its color.

The poured wine was red as blood. Laria let that red wine flow past her red, glossy lips.

"Mm, delicious."

As Laria tilted her glass, Franz felt a sense of urgency. This composure. She had to be a considerable master.

He quietly glanced over at Ritz and saw him engaged in a fierce exchange of blows that Franz could never hope to keep up with.

It was impossible for the partner of someone fighting like that to lack skill.

Franz was a spirit user whose only trick was unleashing fireballs. He couldn't summon a Fire Dragon like Anna could summon a Water Dragon.

Moreover, Anna currently didn't have the water she needed to summon her Water Dragon.

*Isn't there some way…*

Edward, who had come to his side at some point, patted him on the shoulder.

"Are you all right?"

"Yes. For now…"

When he answered honestly, Edward gave a wry smile. Just having Edward, an elder and an experienced fighter, arrive made him relax a little.

Besides, from the looks of it, Edward, who had asked the question, was far from all right himself. Even though Anna had healed him, the bloodstains splattered on his clothes and the marks of assault were painful to see.

Laria, while savoring her wine and nibbling on cheese, smiled at Edward. There was a faint air of looking down on him in it.

"Oh, Your Majesty the King. Are your injuries all better?"

"Yes, for the most part."

"Oh my. You shouldn't push yourself."

Laria tilted her wineglass again. But Edward was not to be outdone. He smiled a calm and generous smile, like an actor, and looked Laria squarely in the eye.

"Not at all. Aiding the young is the duty of an elder."

"…Hmm. I see."

Then, Laria silently looked at her partner. Taking advantage of her distraction, Anna, who had been quiet all this time, tugged on Franz's and Edward's clothes.

"Franz, Ed-san."

Anna's voice, calling them in a whisper, was unusually serious.

"You know, could you get the water pitcher and the cheese bowl from the table?"

"The pitcher and bowl…?"

Unlike the clueless Edward, Franz understood and nodded. He lowered his voice even further, wary of Laria.

"Can you summon the Water Dragon with that?"

"I can."

At Franz's words, Edward's eyes widened.

"Anna, you can use a Water Dragon?"

"Yes."

"…You're a dragon user…"

Come to think of it, she hadn't used any major techniques during this journey. A Water Dragon wasn't suited for close-quarters combat, and there hadn't been many opportunities.

That's why Edward had never dreamed that Anna was a dragon user.

"He'll come if I call. We're friends, after all."

For Anna, it was likely a natural answer. But Edward gave a wry smile at her. A spirit user like Anna, who wasn't proud of her abilities and simply interacted with spirits naturally, was surely a rarity.

Even Franz couldn't be like Anna.

Franz glanced at Laria. She didn't seem to have heard their conversation, but she appeared to be watching her partner's fight, while also keeping an eye on them.

On top of that, she was trying not to show it, bringing the cheese left on the silver platter to her mouth. She must have been completely looking down on them as amateurs.

If so, that was convenient.

Getting the water pitcher would be extremely difficult. But among the three of them—Franz the half-baked spirit user, Edward the injured man, and Anna the full-fledged spirit user—the Water Dragon was their greatest asset.

In that case, their roles became clear, even without an experienced fighter like Ritz or Edward telling them.

"…I'll act as a decoy and attack."

"That's dangerous!"

Franz silenced Anna, who had unintentionally raised her voice, and looked at the two of them again.

"I can only use fireballs. The Water Dragon is better."

"But…"

"There's no other way."

When he stated it plainly, Anna fell silent.

The Water Dragon, which attacked with intention, had many times the offensive power of a fireball. Plus, unlike a fireball, the Water Dragon could be controlled by commands, so it could respond to any situation.

She probably understood that much.

"Edward-san, please help me."

"Understood. I'll leave it to you."

Edward nodded to Franz like a gentle teacher. He would probably provide follow-up if something happened to Franz.

But Anna still didn't seem convinced.

"But Franz…"

"Anna, if I fail, I'll be the only one who dies."

"I don't want that!"

Franz looked at Edward as if asking for help. He couldn't explain it well to Anna. Edward crouched down and looked into Anna's face.

"If all three of us are taken down here, Ritz, who will be left alone, will also be in danger. If there's a chance, we have to bet on it, don't we?"

"But…"

"It's all right. I'm with him. I won't let him do anything too reckless."

It seemed Edward was indeed planning to assist Franz while helping him.

Anna's gaze turned to Ritz, who was clashing fiercely to the side. Franz, too, was drawn to look. Their speed and strength clashed time and again.

Perhaps Ritz's unprecedented determination to protect them and Edward got through to her, as Anna muttered.

"Ritz is always the one going through the tough stuff. So I guess it's time for me and Franz to do our best too."

Finally, Anna nodded in agreement.

"Please, Franz, Ed-san."

"Right."

Seeing the three of them turn to face her, Laria turned back.

"That was a long consultation. Have you reached a conclusion?"

Without answering, Franz readied his spear of flame.

"Oh, you're planning to fight?"

"I am."

Even as he said it, his hands were trembling with tension. Could he really buy time in a situation like this? But he had to.

Behind Franz, a strange exchange could be heard.

"Sara-chan, you're going to bite that lady and stop her, okay? Make sure she doesn't see you."

"*Keeee!*"

*What in the world is Anna doing?* But he had absolutely no room to look back. Franz focused his nerves and stared at Laria.

"O Fire Spirit, lend me your strength!"

He was enveloped in the sensation of the power within him awakening. It was the unique feeling of summoning a spirit, something he had come to understand since setting out on his journey.

As if giving form to his honed mind, he thrust his hands forward and opened them wide. A dazzling, massive fireball was born there.

A hot wind rose, gently rustling Franz's bangs.

"Go, Fireball!"

Franz unleashed it at Laria. The power of the flame obeyed the will of its caster, Franz, and the fireball flew straight towards Laria.

It was a direct hit course.

Edward had his rapier ready, aiming to strike when his opponent faltered.

But in the next moment, something unexpected happened.

Laria raised her staff and chanted.

"O Fire Spirit, grant me that power!"

"Eh…?"

The fireball stopped between Franz and Laria. Unable to do anything, Edward halted with a grim expression.

Franz bit his lip. This was unexpected.

"She uses fire…"

Laria smiled sweetly at Edward's hateful murmur.

"You thought I could only use dark spirits, didn't you? Too bad. High-level spirit users of the Clan of Darkness can usually master two types of spirits. You've learned something today, haven't you?"

Laria seemed amused, even while easily holding the fireball suspended in mid-air. She must have stopped Franz's fireball with ease.

Just what level of master was she?

A cold sweat ran down his back at the difference in their skill.

"A 'sort of' spirit user can make a pretty big fireball. You might just entertain me."

As Laria said this, she drew the fireball towards herself and offered a prayer.

"O Fire Spirit. Obey me."

Her gaze turned towards the fighting Ritz and Raven. Raven was being pushed back, if only slightly.

"Raven, here you go."

The fireball flew straight towards Raven and Ritz. The two of them leaped back the moment they noticed it, and the fireball exploded between them.

"Damn it!"

Ritz's curse could be heard. He probably didn't realize that it had originally been launched by Franz.

"Don't do anything unnecessary, Laria."

"Oh my, was it unnecessary?"

Laria paid them no mind and turned her gaze to Franz and Edward.

"I use fire too, you know. But since Raven got mad at me, I won't interfere over there."

Laria smiled, gazing at the palm of her hand held at chest height. A flame was burning on it.

"So, I'll attack you instead. I'm sick and tired of waiting."

The flame Laria held up burned even brighter.

"What is she planning…"

Unable to predict her next move, Franz could only watch Laria warily. Having been unable to even control fire until he left on his journey, Franz had neither knowledge nor experience.

Sensing this, perhaps, Laria smiled brightly and asked Franz.

"You know, fire can do all sorts of interesting things. I look forward to seeing what a half-baked user like you will do."

Being called half-baked made Franz's eyebrows shoot up involuntarily. Edward spoke to him in a low voice.

"…Don't rise to the provocation. Stay calm."

"I know."

Laria cheerfully aimed her hand, with the flame on it, at Franz and his companion.

"How about this? Go, Flame Arrow!"

The flame on her palm became a sharp arrow and flew towards Franz and Edward. Edward stood in front of the momentarily frozen Franz.

He deflected the incoming flame arrow with his sword. The flame shone for an instant, then vanished.

"Franz, think! You'll die!"

Edward's words brought Franz to his senses. He had to do something. Edward couldn't use spirit magic.

Come to think of it, Laria had just blocked Franz's flame with her own flame power. If he could create a wall in front of himself without launching the fireball, could he block it?

"Oh, was one arrow not enough for you? Then I'll give you a bonus."

Laria launched another Flame Arrow. This time, it wasn't just one. It was dozens at once.

"Franz!"

This time, Franz stood in front of Edward.

"Fireball!"

A large mass of flame appeared before Franz. He focused his mind, trying to hold the created fireball stationary in the air as a shield.

But contrary to his will, it slowly inched forward. At this rate, she might use the same trick as before.

Still, it was enough to block her magic. Laria's Flame Arrows were blocked by the fireball Franz had created and didn't reach them.

"Not bad."

Edward praised his quick thinking. He was once again staring at Laria. Laria, for her part, seemed impressed by Franz's action.

"Not bad, boy."

With a mocking smile, Laria launched an even longer arrow at them.

The arrow pierced the still slowly advancing fireball with great force. After a moment of silence, the fireball erupted in a massive explosion and vanished.

"Wh-…"

Laria smiled at the stunned Franz with even more contempt.

"How foolish… To extinguish a flame, you just need to cause an explosion and remove the air. You don't even know that?"

In other words, the Flame Arrow Laria had just launched at Franz had caused a violent explosion in the fireball, canceling out its power.

He had no idea that was even possible. At this rate, no matter how big a fireball he launched, he had no chance of winning. They would just be shattered one by one.

On the other hand, a small fireball would be useless. But Franz had no other skills.

He glanced at Anna without letting Laria notice, but she seemed to be having trouble closing the distance and still hadn't reached the table.

Franz needed to buy a little more time.

But how?

The only other weapon Franz had was his spear of flame. Was his only option to challenge her directly with it…?

But there was no time to think. Laria, smiling, began to create a large fireball in her palm.

"You know, those arrows from before can do this too. I'll show you as a special treat."

Laria turned the flame in her palm into countless small fireballs and launched them at them. The fireballs, each a few centimeters in diameter, flew straight towards them.

Instinctively, Franz created another fireball to defend.

"The same trick again?"

Laria, smiling bewitchingly, seemed to know what would happen next. When Laria's small fireballs made contact with Franz's fireball, they immediately caused a huge explosion.

Most of the fireballs were annihilated along with Franz's fireball, but a few managed to pass through the explosion and reach Franz and Edward.

For a moment, Franz couldn't move. But he saw Edward next to him challenging those fireballs.

Even though the fireballs were small, they caused surprisingly large explosions. And there wasn't just one.

*What do I do? What should I do…*

As he panicked, his vision suddenly turned red. A fireball had hit Franz's leg. The burning pain and heat made him scream involuntarily.

"Uwaaaah!"

"Franz!"

Edward next to him rushed over, but he was on the defensive and couldn't do anything. Fireballs relentlessly assaulted the two of them one after another.

At this rate, they'd be defeated. *What should I do?* Franz didn't want to die, but if he let Edward die, it would lead to a civil war.

A war would break out… in Yuresla.

That was the one thing he wanted to avoid. Just as he thought that.

"Franz!"

Anna called out from across the table. Franz was supposed to be the decoy, but Anna had called out, becoming the decoy herself.

As expected, Laria, hearing a voice from an unexpected direction, hurriedly turned around.

"Damn it!"

Edward, who had extinguished the flames on Franz, let out a short groan. He hurriedly tried to move towards Anna, but it was too late. Laria had already thrown the same flame at Anna as before.

"Anna!"

At Edward's cry, Anna reflexively launched a wind arrow. The wind became a veil protecting Anna. It wouldn't last for more than a moment, but it was effective in a situation like this.

Just as Franz felt a sense of relief, the flame grazed past Anna and crashed into the wall behind her. An explosion sounded and flames erupted.

"Oh, you again?"

"It's not 'you,' it's Anna!"

Anna stared at Laria with a tense expression. She was obviously planning to protect Franz.

Franz felt pathetic. His leg throbbed with pain, and he was frustrated.

The table was right there, just a stone's throw away. He had to draw the enemy's attention, but he was so pathetic he couldn't even move because of a burn.

He bit his lip and looked down, and someone touched his burn. Looking up, he saw Edward quickly applying a medicinal herb to the burn and wrapping it with a bandage.

"Edward-san…?"

"I can't use spirits. It's better if you can move, even a little, right?"

"…Thank you."

"This will do. Have Anna heal it for you after everything is over."

"Yes."

That's right. Even if it's just a little, I have to do something I can.

Franz raised his head. He could see Laria and Anna facing each other.

"You know, I like to operate from the shadows, but I don't like it when others do the same to me."

"I hate both! It's not fair and square!"

At Anna's resolute statement, Laria's eyebrow twitched. She seemed quite irritated. Perhaps Anna was Laria's natural enemy.

"How cheeky of you. When we first met, you were the only one who noticed something was strange about me, weren't you?"

"Because that outfit was weird."

"…You're quite blunt, aren't you?"

"Because lying is wrong."

*What kind of childish argument is this…* he thought, but then his eyes met Anna's. The moment they did, she smiled in relief, and he understood.

Anna was buying time for Franz.

She was being the adult in this moment, the older one. Normally it would be irritating… but right now, he was grateful.

Eventually, at Anna's stubbornly firm attitude, Laria furrowed her brow and shouted.

"You impertinent brat!"

Anna stared right back at Laria.

"I'm not a brat, I'm Anna!"

"You're an eyesore, disappear!"

Anna's wind barrier dissipated. Laria had been waiting for this timing.

"Anna!"

Shouting, Franz created a fireball. He thought it might distract her.

But it was too late. Before Franz's eyes, Laria, holding a fireball incomparably larger than his, slowly stood up.

There was no way to dodge this.

"Anna!"

"This is goodbye!"

Franz's and Edward's shouts and Laria's confident smile occurred at almost the same time.

*It's over,* Franz thought, gritting his back teeth.

Just then, something completely unexpected happened. Laria suddenly let out a scream.

"Kyaaaaaaaah!"

The fireball in Laria's hand flew far past Anna and shattered the staircase.

"Ouch! What is this?"

A stark contrast to before, Laria was in a panic. A small flame was attached to her leg, desperately clinging to her with its tiny hands and biting down to avoid being shaken off.

It was Sara the Salamander.

"Sara-chan!"

Anna's face broke into a happy grin. Franz remembered the mysterious conversation he had overheard behind him just now. Come to think of it, Anna had ordered Sara to 'bite that lady and stop her.'

And long after the person who had sent her had forgotten, Sara, having reached her target's feet, executed her command without any situational awareness.

…In other words, with exquisite timing, she had bitten Laria's leg.

"…What perfect timing…"

He muttered softly. But this was no time to be stunned. Franz created a fireball in his hand and yelled at Anna.

"Anna, now!"

As if snapping back to reality, Anna turned on her heel. She dashed towards the table.

"Ow-ow-ow-ow… What are you planning to do?"

Laria, unable to pry Sara from her leg, screamed with the salamander still attached. Sara, too, was desperate not to be shaken off. Franz threw a fireball into the mix.

"Go, Fireball!"

At the approaching fireball, Laria, with her leg immobilized, screamed and canceled it out with a smaller fireball. But since the fireball had gotten quite close, Laria was showered in sparks and shrieked in pain and heat.

Still, Sara didn't let go. Sara liked flames to begin with. The heat didn't matter. Franz took this opportunity to throw fireball after fireball at Laria.

It was clear he had to deal as much damage as possible while Sara kept her leg pinned.

Once she fully recovered, Franz would be utterly powerless against her.

"How annoying! Let go!"

Laria's hair was singed from the shower of flames. Her proud face was also covered in soot.

Eventually, Laria, letting out a shriek of intense, heartless agony, grabbed at Sara. Sara was fire itself. To grab her was unthinkable.

Screaming, Laria then kicked Sara away with her free leg.

"*Keeee!*"

The kicked Sara went tumbling across the floor. Using her hands and feet, Laria had finally succeeded in removing Sara.

Laria's freed leg was red and swollen from the burn. The fishnet-like material she wore had melted and stuck to her skin, centered on where Sara had been biting.

No, that was… her skin itself was peeling off…

He belatedly recalled Ritz's words after the bandits had attacked.

*'My sword, your fire, Anna's Water Dragon. All of them have the ability to kill people. But, by using them correctly, they can protect lives.'*

That's right. They had to be used correctly. Franz raised his head with determination. In his line of sight was Laria.

Her hair, singed by sparks and flames, was smoking in places. Her face and body were covered in burns, a tragic sight that was the complete opposite of her earlier composed figure.

As he silently readied his spear of flame, Laria's intense gaze locked onto Anna.

"…I won't forgive you…"

By the time Laria turned around, her anger blazing, Anna had already reached the table and had the water pitcher and silver bowl in her hands.

Anna backed away, holding the two items, but it seemed that action no longer meant anything to Laria.

Laria had lost every shred of composure. Only rage surrounded her.

"I will never forgive you…"

Laria raised her staff. It was clearly different from before.

A crimson flame that engulfed her entire body blazed up. The flame was a vivid red, as if it were her anger itself.

"What… is this…"

As Franz muttered, Anna, clutching the pitcher and bowl, answered in a strained voice.

"She's about to go berserk…"

Franz's eyes widened. He knew just how terrifying that was from his own experience of going berserk.

Involuntarily seeking help, Franz and Anna glanced at Ritz, who was still fighting.

Ritz, on the other hand, was panting. His opponent was the same, dripping with sweat. How many times had they clashed?

Somehow, he had managed to avoid the poisoned blade so far. Both of their clothes were now tattered from the sword fight, but it was fortunate that the blades hadn't reached their bodies. However, he couldn't inflict a fatal wound either.

He wanted to knock the man unconscious and take him to the capital, but he doubted this man would let himself be captured quietly.

A simmering frustration was building in both of them.

"…How about you give up already?"

Ritz said as he swung his greatsword. Raven dodged by bending his body. His movements were reminiscent of a supple wild beast.

"You're the one who should."

With that softly moving arm, he simultaneously launched a frontal attack on Ritz, but Ritz quickly blocked it with the base of his sword.

Only the weight of the sword traveled up his arm.

"Damn it, this is getting us nowhere."

Ritz's mutter was likely Raven's sentiment as well.

Ritz was trying to devise a way to slam his greatsword into the unbladed inner side of Raven's crescent sword and make him drop it.

But Raven was surely well aware of that. He had no intention of being captured or losing.

If they both remained stationary, there would be no progress. Was there some move he could make?

It was Ritz who moved again. With his greatsword ready, he charged straight at Raven. Their blades grated against each other. Since Ritz had the advantage in strength, he was slightly favored in this kind of clash of power.

But Raven had the speed that came with a lighter weapon. At this rate, it would just be a repeat of the same thing.

The moment he thought that, a change occurred that was different from before.

A woman's scream was heard.

"…What?"

For a moment, Raven's attention wavered. That single moment, which even he himself didn't notice, decided the match. Ritz was not one to miss his first and last chance.

He slid his sword along the surface of Raven's blade and instantly thrust it into the unbladed inner side of the crescent. By the time Raven noticed, it was too late. Ritz was standing right beside him.

"Damn it!"

As Raven cursed, Ritz traced the curve of the blade and brought his greatsword down in a single slash.

There was the heavy thud of something falling, and the sharp clang of metal dropping.

At the same time, a violent spray of blood erupted…

Raven's right hand, from the elbow down, rolled onto the floor, lying in a pool of blood with the sword. The arm, as if unaware it had been severed, still gripped the sword tightly.

"Match over."

Ritz muttered, pressing his greatsword to the man's throat.

"…So it seems."

Covered in gushing blood, Raven let out a low chuckle.

"…What's so funny?"

Raven continued to laugh as if he found it unbearably amusing at Ritz's suspicious question.

"It's true you defeated me. But you have lost this battle as a whole."

"What?"

But Raven didn't answer Ritz's question. Instead, crimson blood dripped from his lips.

"You bastard, poison?"

Raven brushed off Ritz, who tried to grab him to make him spit it out, and sneered. He seemed to be able to see what would happen next.

"It is not my hobby to live in shame. My apologies to you for taking care not to kill me."

Ritz clicked his tongue. It seemed assassins were destined from the start to choose death if they failed their mission.

"Laria, I leave it to you."

Raven took a step back, then coughed up a large amount of blood, collapsed, and breathed his last.

Ritz stared at the man's final moments, and after confirming he was completely dead, he raised his head.

"Is it over?"

Muttering, Ritz looked towards Franz and Anna and realized the meaning of Raven's cheerful expression and words of assured victory.

Laria was inside a large mass of flame. And swirling around that flame was a pitch-black darkness.
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			Burning with rage, Laria gradually transformed the flames she wore into something black, large, and sinister. Franz, watching this transformation, could only stare, at a loss for words.

A massive blow was surely coming.

Edward, seeking to break the stalemate, launched an attack on Laria, but he was repelled by the strange glow of the flames she wore.

He could see the flames growing stronger with each attack he made. This was ineffective.

On the contrary, he was only strengthening the glow of the flames. The nature of those flames, which grew stronger with each clash of power, rendered sword techniques useless.

Anna, who had been holding the bowl, was the first to snap back to her senses, even before Franz. She turned the silver bowl upside down and scattered its contents onto the floor.

Cheeses of various sizes rolled across the floor.

Then, she poured the water from the pitcher into it all at once. In her haste, a little water spilled over the edge, but the bowl was filled to the brim.

Clasping her slightly trembling hands before her chest, Anna raised her voice in prayer.

"O Water Spirit, who governs peace and healing, come forth to me. Come, Water Dragon!"

A massive pillar of water rose from the water-filled bowl, and with a splash, the Water Dragon let out a roar. At the sight, Edward exclaimed in admiration.

"Isn't that incredible…"

Franz nodded silently. He had heard that among spirit users, only those of a very high rank could use dragons. And yet, Anna summoned the Water Dragon with ease.

Franz was used to it, but anyone who didn't know would surely be surprised. However, Edward quickly regained his composure and gave Anna instructions.

"Anna, first, destroy this mansion. The inspectors are outside. Let them know we're safe and ask for help!"

"Yes! Water Dragon, please!"

Anna's Water Dragon soared vigorously towards the heavens. It shot through the open hall, smashing through the magnificent chandelier and the ceiling itself as it ascended into the sky.

Reflecting off the shattered glass of the chandelier, a dazzling sunlight flooded the hall.

It was real morning. Franz felt a sense of relief. Come to think of it, since waking up in that artificial world, he hadn't bathed in today's sun yet.

The sunlight also illuminated Laria. But it did not bring peace to her as it did to Franz and the others.

"Iyaaaaaaaaah!"

Laria covered her face with both hands and let out a terribly high-pitched scream. Her voice was so anguished that they were unable to move.

As if in response to Laria's voice, the black darkness swirling around the flames seemed to deepen.

And that black darkness, as if fleeing from the warm sunlight, was trying to hide itself within Laria.

Like countless black snakes, slithering as they devoured Laria's body…

"Ugh…"

A wave of nausea washed over him.

"You all right?"

The one who appeared was Ritz, who had just defeated Raven.

"What kind of flame is that…"

"Yeah, physical attacks have no effect."

At the calm Edward's words, Ritz let out a small groan. It seemed that even the great Ritz was at a loss against Laria's powerful magic.

"So this is what he meant…"

Ritz muttered and furrowed his brow. Had he heard something from Raven during their fight?

"Ritz!"

Anna, having recalled her Water Dragon, called his name as if relieved to see him.

"You okay, Anna?"

"Yeah! How about you, Ritz?"

"Like I'd ever get taken down."

"I know, right!"

Their usual exchange slowly cooled his head. Anna's Water Dragon was here, so they might be able to manage this somehow. He needed to calm down a little.

"Anna, can you put out that flame?"

Anna nodded at Ritz's words.

"I'll try! Water Dragon! Surround that person and put out the fire!"

The Water Dragon roared as if in response, then coiled around Laria and squeezed. For a moment, the fire's intensity weakened, but in the next instant, it was not Laria but the Water Dragon that cried out in pain.

"Hang in there, Water Dragon!"

Responding to Anna's shout, the Water Dragon continued to squeeze Laria.

But then, something strange happened. Steam began to rise from the Water Dragon's body in thick clouds.

Something like black strings had begun to wrap around the Water Dragon's body. They writhed like countless snakes and began to bite into the Water Dragon's body.

It was the same thing that had been trying to crawl into Laria's body.

The dark magic that had been covering the flames… that was what was tormenting the Water Dragon now.

The sight was clearly visible not only to the spirit users Franz and Anna, but also to Ritz and Edward.

At this rate, the Water Dragon itself was in danger.

"Ritz, what should I do?!"

Anna asked Ritz, the most experienced among them, in a voice close to a scream. But Ritz was not a spirit user. In the end, his conclusion was the same as Franz's.

"Any more is impossible. Recall the Water Dragon!"

"Okay!"

However, the Water Dragon seemed unable to even move. Those black snake-like things were wrapped around its body and wouldn't let go.

"Ritz!"

Responding to Anna's anguished cry, Ritz unhesitatingly ran towards the Water Dragon and struck at Laria with his greatsword.

At that, the black snakes around her turned towards the new enemy, Ritz. In that opening, the Water Dragon mustered all its strength and pulled away from Laria.

At the same time, to escape the snakes, Ritz leaped back, tearing the dark serpents apart.

Franz stared at Laria within the flames. Laria's eyes were no longer seeing anything. The darkness that had been tormenting her just moments ago was now devouring her entire body… even her face, yet she seemed to feel no more pain.

She had been completely consumed by darkness. She had relinquished all sense of self and given everything to the darkness.

He knew this state. He remembered it happening to him. In this state, Franz had burned down nearly his entire family home.

From the corner of his eye, he saw Ritz raise his greatsword.

*He's going to cut her down, darkness and all…* It seemed he had made his decision.

But the snake-like black darkness swayed before him, and even Ritz seemed unable to step forward.

"Oh, my king, my master, O Darkness Spirit King…"

Laria's dreamlike voice echoed in the ears of everyone present.

"Damn it, what do I do…"

Ritz clicked his tongue. Edward and Anna were pale. This was the very definition of being at a loss.

An experienced spirit user might be able to do something, but the spirit users here now were far too inexperienced and knew nothing.

It was at that moment. The small pouch in Franz's pocket made a light metallic sound.

He gently took it out and saw that it had begun to emit a dazzling light, as if it had absorbed the sunlight pouring in from the large hole the Water Dragon had opened in the ceiling.

This presence was undoubtedly that of a spirit. And it was neither the presence of fire nor water.

"This is… light spirit magic?"

Orphe had said this was something he could use in a pinch. If so, he had no choice but to take a gamble.

Franz took the contents out of the pouch. This feel, this texture… could this be…

"…Master…"

Franz muttered softly. The next moment, after taking *it* out of the bag, Franz screamed, heedless of anyone watching.

"What good is a puzzle ring?!"

Yes, it was indeed a puzzle ring. Moreover, the puzzle ring, linked in a single row to form a circle, was the very one Orphe used to dangle in front of Franz as a prank.

Memories of that time came flooding back. He'd go to the kitchen to prepare a meal, only to find it hanging from the two handles of the cupboard, sealing it shut.

*'Oh, Franz~. If you can't solve this, the cupboard won't open~.'*

It was an item that could absolutely not be useful in a pinch. Did Orphe think that a 'pinch' was when he wanted to kill time?

As he stood there, stunned, holding the glowing puzzle ring, Ritz yelled at him.

"Franz! Don't just stand there with that thing! You'll die!!"

The shout, a mix of exasperation and anger, was understandable. But the one most unable to comprehend the situation here was none other than himself.

He had said it was for a pinch, so why had he given this to Franz? He was a mischievous person, to be sure, but did he not think that Franz would open this at a time when his life was on the line?

It was at that moment.

The puzzle ring bathed in the sunlight pouring from the hole in the ceiling that the Water Dragon had opened and began to shine even more brightly.

The more that light increased, the more power welled up within his heart. That brilliance was the opposite of Laria's darkness… in other words, the power of light.

Franz's senses were not wrong. This was the presence of a Light Spirit. And a very powerful one at that.

Franz raised the puzzle ring he held high, as if offering it to the sun. It was strange, but as he did so, a peculiar sensation overflowed within him.

"Franz, put that thing away! Just get far away—"

He thought he heard Ritz's shout, but more than that, Franz was mesmerized by this puzzle ring.

"Somehow, I think I understand how to use this."

Through this puzzle ring, a strange calmness and confidence-like feeling was flowing into him. Franz knew that feeling.

It was *hope*.

He infused it with power and held the ring, which was about a meter in diameter, at the ready.

Strangely, the ring, made of many linked puzzle rings, became fixed in a circular shape, as if it were made of a single piece of metal.

In that time, Laria raised both her hands to the heavens.

"O fire which governs power, and darkness which governs fear and confusion."

A red light filled Laria's jet-black eyes. The fire and darkness surrounding her grew even stronger. Everyone present felt its sinister touch on their bodies.

But for Laria, that sensation seemed to be a source of great joy. Feeling the overflowing power throughout her body, Laria's face broke into a smile of delight.

"Grant them despair!"

The flame took on an intense heat and glowed with its maximum brilliance as if to explode, and the darkness blazed like a fire. The three of them, including Ritz, backed away from the intense heat, but Franz did not move.

In his mind was a single word, sent from the puzzle ring. He had to chant it.

"Now, offer everything to the darkness. For darkness is all, darkness is the cradle of life's rest!"

At the same time as Laria's madness-filled words, a mass of black-burning flames was unleashed towards Franz, who stood directly in front of it.

If that hit Franz, the mansion would probably be annihilated along with him.

But Franz wouldn't run. He believed in the power that had welled up within him and in his master, Orphe, with his earnest expression from that time.

Franz chanted the words that came to his mind.

"O Light Spirit King, who governs shining hope and pride, lend me your strength!"

Simultaneously with Franz's prayer, the puzzle ring began to emit a brilliance as if the sun itself were there.

It was truly the power of a Light Spirit…

"Absorb the darkness, Ring of Light!"

The light that overflowed from the puzzle ring enveloped the space. The intense light was so strong that even its caster, Franz, couldn't keep his eyes open.

It was as if the sun were right there.

"Iyaaaaaaaaaaah!"

Laria screamed as she was struck by the light. The darkness was slowly being peeled away from the flames that cloaked her body.

Each time the darkness that had burrowed deep within her was torn from her body, she continued to scream in tearing despair and pain.

"O Light, purify all!"

Franz shouted, still holding the ring that was overflowing with intense light. To purify darkness, there was only light. That was common sense for spirit users.

Laria's unusually fierce scream echoed.

The fear, confusion, and hatred that filled the space. Franz fought the urge to cover his ears and desperately held on.

If he was to take a life… he had to bear that burden. As a spirit user, as the caster, he had a responsibility for the power he had unleashed.

If this light were to kill Laria, Franz would accept it. That was his mission.

The darkness that had dwelled with the flame was completely absorbed by the puzzle ring Franz held and was annihilated.

Stripped of all its darkness, all that remained was Laria, writhing in the flames, continuing to utter curses of resentment.

Madness filled her eyes.

"The darkness… my king…"

Her eyes locked onto Franz. Stared at by pupils as black as darkness itself, emitting an eerie glow, he couldn't move a muscle.

"I'll kill you… I'll kill you…"

Muttering, Laria stumbled, but she was steadily approaching Franz, one step at a time. The flames erupting from her body had not lost their intensity.

The flames were surely melting Laria away. Her entire body burned by hellfire, her figure stained crimson with blood, was a gruesome sight.

"…"

Franz stood silently before Laria. This puzzle ring had no means to defend against fire. Even if he tried to cancel out the fire with his own, he no longer had the strength for it.

"Franz, run!"

Ritz's shout reached his ears, but for the first time, he realized he didn't even have the stamina to do so.

He couldn't muster any strength in his hands. His knees were trembling. He hadn't known that using such powerful spirit magic was so exhausting.

On top of that, his leg had been burned earlier, so he couldn't run.

As he staggered, he looked at his companions and saw Ritz and Edward rushing towards him. He leaned on Edward, who rushed over without a word, and staggered as he began to walk.

Still, he couldn't take his eyes off Laria. As the caster, he had a duty to see it through to the end.

Ritz stood behind Laria, who was chasing Franz, and readied his greatsword. The darkness was gone. There was nothing to stand in his way.

Laria turned, sensing Ritz's presence. Her eyes no longer held any trace of sanity.

She, who had been completely possessed by the darkness just moments before, had lost all sense of self the moment that darkness was annihilated.

Now, her heart was captured by the flame, and she was barely alive.

The flame burned ever stronger, seeking to consume and scorch everything as it shot up pillars of fire. With no one to control it, the flame would never be extinguished until it had burned everything here to the ground.

To extinguish the flame, he had to kill her and eliminate the host of the flame.

Back then, in his family home in Saradio, he had people to stop him and things he didn't want to lose. That's why he was able to stop his rampage.

But Laria probably had nothing. For them to survive, Ritz had no choice but to cut her down…

"Ritz."

When he called out, Ritz looked at Franz, then gave a small nod. Ritz probably understood that much.

Ritz looked down slightly, then stared straight at Laria. Franz stopped walking and watched Ritz and Laria.

*Don't look away.*

It was Franz who had used the Ring of Light and caused her self to collapse.

He felt as if something was telling him that. He placed a hand on his chest and thought.

*Take responsibility for the spell you used until the very end.* This was the one meaningful lesson his master had taught him.

With his greatsword in hand, Ritz sliced through the flames and, with that momentum, closed in on Laria.

Laria was looking at nothing, and smiled with vacant eyes.

…*Beautiful.*

For just a moment, Franz thought so. More than any other version of her, Laria was beautiful in that moment.

But in the next instant, Ritz's greatsword swung horizontally in a straight line through Laria's body. The blood that gushed from Laria's body stained Ritz's.

Gritting his teeth and clenching his fists, Franz watched the scene. A short groan escaped his lips without him realizing.

Slowly, Laria crumpled. Ritz, who had cut her, quietly caught her body.

The flame quietly died down. This meant she had lost her power to use spirits, was freed from the Fire Spirit, and had also lost her life.

Without a word, Laria breathed her last in Ritz's arms.

"Ritz!"

Ritz gently laid Laria's body down beside Raven's. For some reason, her face looked content. It was probably easier to die without knowing anything.

*But I wouldn't want that,* Franz thought.

Ritz's small voice reached Franz's ears as he stared at Laria's body.

"…Anna… sorry."

But Anna rushed to Ritz and pounded on his back.

"…Why? Why did you kill her?"

To extinguish the flame, he had to kill her and eliminate the host of the flame. Anna probably understood that too.

That it was the best course of action for their companions in that situation.

"Couldn't you have done something?! Hey, Ritz!"

But Anna still couldn't help but say it. She, who valued human life more than anyone.

And Ritz, too, said nothing in response to Anna's accusation, silently taking the pounding on his back. Ritz had said he didn't want to show this side of himself to Anna and Franz.

In place of Ritz, who wouldn't turn around, Franz decided to answer.

"It's not Ritz's fault. I knew this would happen when I absorbed the darkness. If you're going to blame someone, you can blame me for using the light spirit. I… was the caster."

"I know. I know, but…"

Finally stopping her pounding, Anna's words trailed off in a tearful voice.

Anna's hands were tightly gripping Ritz's clothes from behind. He knew that Anna was gritting her teeth and enduring the pain.

"Still… it's painful…"

After looking down for a while, Ritz turned to face Anna. He silently and gently stroked the head of Anna, who was still biting her lip.

"Something this awful won't happen again?"

After a while, Anna asked in a still-tearful voice, and Ritz gave a small nod.

"…Probably."

"Promise. Let's make sure it never, ever happens again!"

With a tearful smile, Anna looked up at Ritz, then at Franz, who had reached them with Edward's support.

He nodded deeply at the finally smiling Anna.

Edward, who had been watching the three of them, turned his gaze to the man who had been cowering in a corner, unable to even run away, trembling as he watched the previous battle. Without turning around, he threw a cold voice at him.

"And where do you think you're going, brother?"

"E-Edward!"

Edward slowly turned and stared at Stewart, who was pressed against the wall in fear. Franz was surprised by the coldness in his eyes. So Edward was a person who could make such an expression.

"Do you think you can escape at this point?"

Stewart froze as if turned to ice. There was no one here to help him anymore.

"F-Forgive me, Edward! I'll give you everything I have! I won't rebel again! I beg you, spare me!"

Edward approached Stewart, step by step. Stewart began to tremble violently, forcing a fawning smile at Edward.

But Edward's expression didn't change one bit.

"Rebel Stewart, former Crown Prince. You will receive a punishment befitting your crime."

Edward declared this matter-of-factly, coldly.

"Help me, I don't want to die. I'll tell you the names of all the nobles involved in the rebellion. So please, help me, Edward."

"I have no memory of being called by my name by a man like you."

With that, Edward turned to look at them. Then he smiled cheerfully.

Ritz gave a wry smile, but Franz felt a little terrified. I see, this person's smile sometimes has a touch of terror mixed in, he thought.

"The ones most inconvenienced were these three. I shall have them decide your fate."

At Edward's smiling words, the three of them froze. Franz glanced at Anna, the most compassionate of them all. Ritz's gaze followed suit.

He wondered if Anna would forgive him, but her eyes were not their usual gentle ones. Anna, entrusted with the choice, took a step forward.

"If you hadn't done bad things, the butler and Laria-san wouldn't have died. And if a war had started, lots of people would have died, and lots of children might have become orphans, you know?"

At Anna's earnest gaze, Stewart's mouth opened and closed like a fish.

"If you think you can just live happily after people have died, I will never, ever forgive you!"

Franz was speechless, while Ritz and Edward watched Anna in silence.

Franz held his breath. Anna was supposed to hate killing. She wouldn't suggest an execution. So what did she want to do?

"What shall we do, Anna?"

Edward asked Anna gently. Anna declared with a determined face.

"I'm going to teach this person what a hard time everyone has when a bad person is king."

With that one sentence, it all clicked.

"The 'Infinite Nightmare'… Indeed. It might be fitting for my brother, who needs to reconsider his qualifications as king."

"Right!"

Seeing the four of them nod in agreement, Stewart screamed.

"Stop, please!"

But Anna, burning with anger, showed no mercy.

"No! If you were fit to be king, you'll be able to get out. Do your best."

In the first place, Stewart had no choice in the matter. Edward took a beautiful, multifaceted crystal from his pocket.

"This is the 'Infinite Nightmare.'"

"Wow… it's beautiful."

Anna exclaimed in admiration. They had been trapped inside it, but she had never imagined it would be so beautiful from the outside.

But upon seeing it, Stewart screamed.

"Please, I'll do anything you say, just not this."

Neither Ritz, Edward, nor even the compassionate Anna lent an ear to the pleading Stewart.

It was the same for Franz; he had no intention of sympathizing with him. He had done enough to deserve this.

"You wanted to be king, right? Do your best to become one."

Anna's words were gentle yet severe. She was furious to her core. The fact that it didn't show on her face at all was a little scary.

Anna herself probably didn't realize that, in a way, it was the same as Ritz's smile.

"Brother, it is said that one can escape from here if they have the qualities of a king. In fact, these three managed to get out safely in a short time."

At Edward's mocking words, Stewart shook his white hair and shouted.

"There were three of them! I am alone!"

But again, no one sympathized with him.

"But we're not royalty, are we? You were the one who trapped us in there, right?"

"…"

As Stewart was left speechless, Ritz continued.

"We're telling you from the start, 'We're going to have you enter the Infinite Nightmare now.' We couldn't be kinder, could we?"

Thinking he was being mocked, Stewart's face flushed crimson. But he offered no further protest. He still believed he could somehow break free of this situation.

He didn't know that his own lenient nature was what was cornering him.

"Edward, do you not wish to hear the names of the traitors?"

Stewart asked Edward the same question he had before. Edward's expression didn't change.

"I'm not interested."

"Why not?"

"This country has a capable Prime Minister and inspectors. There is likely nothing that cannot be investigated."

Seeing that Edward showed no signs of going along with his plans, Stewart grew impatient and shrieked.

"They are traitors, you know? Why do you not try to find out?! You will regret it!"

But even at those words, Edward's expression didn't so much as twitch.

"The ringleader of the traitors has already been captured. The rest will be found easily enough."

"…Wh-… You call me a traitor?"

Edward answered the bloodshot-eyed Stewart calmly.

"That's right. A traitor to the country… a state criminal."

"What?"

"You attempted to start a civil war for your own desires and cause the needless loss of your people… If that is not a state criminal, what is?"

At Edward's cold declaration, Stewart could no longer contain himself and flew into a rage.

"Then are you not a state criminal as well?!"

But Edward did not falter.

"To save the people, I could not allow you and your brother to become king. You may never understand that, brother, but it is the truth."

Stewart had nothing to say to Edward's still-calm reply. For him, the only accusation he could level at Edward was that he had stolen the throne.

Franz felt disgust at Stewart's pathetic begging for his life. It was no wonder that he, who knew no other royalty besides Edward, would think, *Is this the end of a royal line?*

"Do you have anything else to say, brother?"

Realizing that nothing he said would move the hearts of Edward or the three others here, Stewart fell silent.

Terrified, only his eyes blazed with hatred.

Edward raised his eyes and looked at Ritz. Ritz looked at Anna, then turned to look at Franz. He nodded back silently.

"Well then, Ed. Shall we begin?"

"Yes."

"What should I do?"

"Lend me your knife."

"Sure."

Ritz took out a small knife he usually kept in his bag and casually handed it to Edward.

"Give it back, you hear?"

"Of course I will."

As the two exchanged such lighthearted banter, they looked at Stewart. The man's face was gradually losing its color.

How terrifying it must be for him, who did not know what kind of labyrinth this 'Infinite Nightmare' was.

But it was this very man who had used it on him and Anna, who had nothing to do with it.

Franz somehow knew. This man would not come out of this labyrinth safely. He would become a cripple with almost perfect certainty.

But that was nothing more than because he lacked the qualities befitting a king. He would learn that through his own mind.

It was simply too late for him to learn it.

Edward casually unsheathed the simple, unadorned knife given to him by Ritz. Edward's face was reflected on the dull gleam of the blade.

On that face was an expression of relief, as if he could finally settle the regrets of his own past.

Without hesitation, Edward plunged the knife into his own finger. Perhaps he used too much force, as blood overflowed from the slightly deep wound on his fingertip.

"Farewell, brother. If you manage to escape safely, you will be in the royal palace. Your crime will be forgiven, as was the custom of the king who created this."

But Edward probably knew it too. That this would be the last time he could speak with his brother while he still had his mind.

"…"

Stewart, too, perhaps realizing that he would not be able to escape, was silent, his eyes bloodshot.

Edward expressionlessly let the blood that seeped out drip, one drop after another, onto the 'Infinite Nightmare.' It soon began to shine beautifully, and eventually, it started to illuminate the surroundings more brightly than a candle flame.

"O 'Infinite Nightmare.' Swallow the man to be tested for his qualifications as king, Stewart, and grant him his trial."

The 'Infinite Nightmare' began to glow quietly, slowly enveloping Stewart like a mist. Stewart screamed and tried to brush away the mist, but it was a futile effort.

Eventually, Stewart glared at Edward with bloodshot eyes.

"Edward, I will never forget my hatred for you! If only you were not here, if only you were not here…"

Mist began to flow into Stewart's open mouth. But he no longer tried to brush the mist away.

"I could have remained king!"

With those last words, Stewart's eyes rolled back. His arms fell limp, and his body collapsed to the floor.

Stewart did not move a muscle after that.

All that remained was the echo of Stewart's hate-filled words.

"Ritz, do you think he can get out?"

In the silence that followed, Anna asked Ritz. Franz also looked at Ritz.

"No way."

At Ritz's immediate response, Anna nodded silently.

*What will that man think of that world…*

It was a pointless thing to think about, but he couldn't help it. Were the silent Anna and Ritz thinking the same thing?

After a while of being lost in their own thoughts, it was Edward who quietly broke the silence.

Edward lightly wiped the blood-stained knife on his own blood-soaked clothes and casually returned it to Ritz.

"Ritz, here you go."

"Yeah."

As Ritz took the knife, Edward picked up the 'Infinite Nightmare,' put it in his pocket, and then slowly sat down in the chair Stewart had been sitting in just moments before.

He let out a deep sigh and stopped moving.

Ritz stared silently at Edward. His gaze was strangely lonely and anxious.

Franz had no idea what Ritz was thinking.

Franz, too, sat down on the floor in a daze. The puzzle ring he had been holding just now had lost its power and returned to its original state, so he shoved it into his pocket. He didn't even have the energy to put it in the pouch.

As he covered his face with a sigh, he heard Anna's voice.

"Hey, hey, Ritz, is it okay if I make graves for Laria-san and Raven-san?"

At Anna's typical suggestion, Ritz nodded.

"Yeah. That's a good idea."

"If there are any, I'll put flowers on them!"

"Flowers, huh… I hope there are some."

"Will you help too, Ritz?"

"Of course."

As the two conversed calmly, Franz let out a deep sigh. The realization that this incredibly difficult ordeal had finally come to an end was finally sinking in.

Still, Franz thought.

He had never dreamed that he, the son of a mere Saradio merchant, would get caught up in the conclusion of a royal succession dispute.

"By the way."

As Franz was lost in thought, Ritz, who had been drinking directly from the wine bottle, looked at him.

"What?"

Still sitting on the floor, Franz looked up at Ritz's face.

"When did you get that puzzle ring?"

"…"

He had used it out of desperation, but being asked about its origin was very bad.

"That's right. You didn't have that, did you, Franz?"

At their suspicious faces, Franz froze. He had no idea what to say.

He couldn't say that Orphe was the one who made the 'Infinite Nightmare,' and that Artis, whom he had met inside, was the same person as Orphe, was something he absolutely couldn't say due to his promise with his master.

"Where did you get that thing?"

Ritz turned to face Franz completely. He was determined to get an answer.

"Yeah, tell us~"

Anna was also eager to know. Franz was in a major pinch. How on earth was he going to get out of this…

Unconsciously, Franz fumbled for the puzzle ring in his pocket. Then, the pouch that had held the puzzle ring made a rustling sound for some reason.

"…?"

Feeling Ritz's and Anna's gazes on him, Franz took out the puzzle ring and the pouch.

"Franz, let me see, let me see!"

Urged on by Anna, he handed it to her without having time to check what the sensation from before was. Ritz also peered at what was in Anna's hands.

"It's a puzzle ring, no matter how you look at it…"

Anna, having taken out the contents, held it up high.

"It's a puzzle ring, all right."

Even Franz himself couldn't believe that this puzzle ring had saved them from their crisis just now. At that moment, a piece of paper fell out of the cloth bag.

"What's this?"

Ritz picked it up. Thinking it might be a message from his master, Franz hurriedly tried to take it back from Ritz, but with his immobile legs and body, there was nothing he could do.

Regardless of Franz's struggle, Ritz read the piece of paper aloud.

"How to use the Ring of the Sun Prototype?"

Written on the piece of paper was the following:

*'How to use the Ring of the Sun Prototype

This was developed to counter dark magic. Anyone who can handle spirits can use it. Its uses are infinite, from ghost hunting to怨霊 extermination and so on.

1. When attacked by something belonging to the darkness, hold this Ring of the Sun up to the light. Sunlight would be best. If not, fire or light magic will do.

2. After it is filled with light, aim it at the target of the attack. It will cleanly absorb the power of darkness. However, as this is a prototype, it is unknown what will happen to the enemy. Use it with sufficient consideration.

Furthermore, since this Ring of the Sun is a prototype, it can only be used once. Use it only in a pinch.

After use, please enjoy playing with it as a puzzle ring.'*

"Could this be from Orphe-san's collection?"

Franz nodded silently at Anna's question. He had received it in the labyrinth, but there was no doubt it was from Orphe's collection.

"How did you get so lucky to have it?"

"I couldn't sleep last night… so for a little diversion…"

It was a somewhat strained excuse. Ritz gave a blatantly exasperated look.

"You really had the composure for that, huh~"

"Well… you know."

Franz nodded with a blank expression. It was better to be misunderstood this way. Contrary to Ritz's exasperated face, Anna was smiling as she held the puzzle ring.

"The instructions say it's just a regular puzzle ring now, right? Can I have it, Franz?"

He hesitated for a moment, but Franz nodded to Anna. It was a parting gift from his master, but since it was just a puzzle ring now, there shouldn't be a problem.

"Thank you, Franz!"

Anna was overjoyed and put the puzzle ring back in its cloth bag and into her pocket. It would probably be a good way to pass the time on the boring carriage ride.

Just as he felt a little relieved at having managed to talk his way out of it, Ritz knelt down beside him and lightly poked him.

"S-So?"

"…And, where did you really get that?"

"…"

He hadn't been fooled after all. Ritz lightly tapped the completely stiff Franz on the shoulder and stood up.

"Well, I guess everyone has one or two things they don't want to talk about."

Leaving those words behind, Ritz stood up and once again put the wine bottle to his lips. This time, Franz let out a deep sigh of relief.

Come to think of it, hadn't Orphe said it? *'Ritz-kun has realized that I have lived for a considerable number of years.'*

He was truly glad that Ritz was not the type of person to press the issue.

Still, Franz thought. Perhaps his master knew that if Franz went with these two, he would be able to carve his own path.

What would he find out about his master in the future?

That question also remained for Franz. It would be a secret from Ritz and Anna for the time being. There was no way he could tell them that Artis was his master.

Thankfully, Anna truly believed that puzzle ring was just something he had picked up.

Just as everyone fell silent, the entrance door was broken down by a large group of people.

"Your Majesty, are you safe?"

Kenny, who rushed in first with a pale face, was speechless at the sight of them. Franz also took a good look at everyone.

Edward's clothes were torn in several places, and his body was stained with bruises from being hit and blood from his wounds. Ritz's clothes had countless slashes that were clearly made by a blade, and Franz himself was covered in soot, dragging his burned leg.

"Oh, it's Kenny-san!"

Anna, who waved cheerfully, was also dirty with scorch marks and soot.

"W-W-What in the world happened, Your Majesty!!!"

Kenny screamed with the most pathetic look on his face.
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			A day had passed since the storm-like tragedy, and the companions, the drivers, and the inspectors had all regained their composure.

Their departure for the capital, which had been delayed, was set for tomorrow, and the inspectors and drivers were busy with preparations.

Immediately after entering the mansion, the inspectors had secured several servants who had been there and decided to take them to the capital as witnesses.

To transport those servants, one carriage had to be cleared. The transfer of luggage to free up that carriage was apparently being done as a joint effort between the drivers and the inspectors.

In addition, Stewart's body, which had been sleeping as if dead ever since, was also to be transported to the capital. Anna didn't ask where that body, which would likely never wake up, was being taken.

She knew that wherever it was, he would continue to wander that labyrinth.

The servants knew nothing of the conspiracy, but they were very familiar with the faces of the guests who had visited the mansion. It was said that this would be useful in unraveling the truth behind the rebellion of former Crown Prince Stewart in the future.

Anna was walking alone along a small path in the forest.

The deserted village had been Laria's illusion, so it was no longer anywhere to be found. But Laria's mansion alone was real. However, its splendor was an illusion, and all that stood there was an ordinary two-story mansion.

Drinking water and food had been secured by searching inside the mansion, they said. Stewart had lived in luxury, and there was enough food inside the mansion for everyone to reach the capital quite full.

Fortunately, a well was found behind the mansion. There were no problems.

Amidst the hustle and bustle, all Anna helped with was carrying out food and water and some minor chores. Even though she offered to help, the inspectors and drivers politely declined with smiles and worked desperately at their tasks.

They seemed to be tormented by the regret of not being able to do anything in this major incident, and Edward had said it was better for them if she didn't help. That's why Anna still had nothing to do.

Passing through the small path in the forest, Anna reached a small hill behind the mansion. On the treeless hilltop, the wind was strong, gently swaying her single braid.

The sun was about to set, a somewhat melancholic time of day. Anna gazed at the two new graves lined up before her.

Marking the graves were a crescent-shaped sword and a twisted staff.

This was the grave of Raven and Laria.

Afterwards, the drivers, Ritz, Edward, and Franz had dug the grave and carried the two bodies here.

Making the grave here had been Anna's selfish request. For the two who had died and could not return to their homeland, she wanted to at least show them the sky that connected to it.

After the drivers returned, Anna conducted the burial ceremony. Having been a church ward for a long time, she was well-versed in funeral rites.

However, it was a truly modest funeral of the Goddess and the Water Spirit, conducted in a small church, so she wasn't sure if this was right.

But that was all Anna could do.

Anna knelt on the spot and clasped her hands. Then she offered a prayer to the Goddess. The Goddess watched over this entire world, so surely she would gently guide even those of the Clan of Darkness to a peaceful land of the dead.

"I'm sorry this is all I can do for you."

Anna softly spoke to the two graves.

"I wish I were stronger…"

A sigh of regret escaped her. If she had been stronger, there might have been some other way.

If she could use more powerful techniques, she might have been able to repel the darkness and extinguish the flames.

Extinguishing flames should be a characteristic of water spirits, yet both in Franz's case and Laria's, Anna hadn't been able to master her water spirits properly.

This time, all she had really managed to do was open a hole in the ceiling, which could hardly be called helpful.

"I have to study much, much more…"

The realization of her own inexperience deeply permeated Anna's heart.

Her lashing out at Ritz for cutting down Laria had been born from her own frustration. She herself had created a situation where there was no other choice.

That's why she felt bad about what she'd said to Ritz.

Anna looked at her own hands. Compared to Ritz's hands, which always gently stroked her head, how small they were. And how useless.

She didn't have the courage to wield her power for her companions like Ritz did. This wouldn't do.

In the first place, she had never even considered using any water spirits other than the Water Dragon. While Laria had used various techniques with a single fire spirit, Anna had relied solely on her Water Dragon.

As a spirit user, Anna earnestly wished to grow stronger.

She couldn't just keep relying on others.

If she didn't become stronger, she couldn't save people.

"I'll work hard enough to be able to save you, Laria-san… so next time you're born, please don't be a bad person."

Kneeling before the grave, Anna clasped her hands before her chest.

"O Goddess Eneonea, who governs the blessings of the sun, and O Water Spirit King, who governs healing and peace… in your names, grant these two a peaceful slumber…"

A hand was suddenly placed on Anna's shoulder. Surprised, she turned around to find a familiar smile.

"! …Ritz!"

"Yo!"

What greeted Anna's eyes when she turned was Ritz holding an armful of flowers. And in Franz's dirt-covered hands were also flowers. Had he fallen somewhere?

"What's with the flowers?"

She stood up and asked, and Ritz laughed.

"We just looked around a bit. Right, Franz?"

Franz nodded at Ritz's conclusive statement. For flowers just picked up from around here, Franz was quite dirty. Anna could tell he had gone to considerable trouble to find them.

More than anything, she was happy that they had remembered her words about wanting to decorate the graves with flowers. It made her heart warm.

"Thank you!"

The flowers she gladly accepted were not flashy and eye-catching like those for sale, but they had the modest and resilient beauty of wildflowers.

Somehow, their appearance seemed to suit the two of them well.

An assassin and his partner, a dark spirit user… both were existences from the shadows of the world.

But she was able to smile a little, thinking that if Laria were alive, she would have insisted that expensive flowers like roses suited her.

She looked at the flowers and sniffed their faint scent. But the stronger scent was that of the earth. Looking closely, she saw that all the flowers had roots.

"Are you going to plant these, Ritz?"

"Yeah. We won't be coming back here again."

"Oh…"

She had only stopped here because she had fallen into Stewart's trap on her journey.

Now that the deserted village had vanished, she realized for the first time that once she left this mansion, she might never find the location of this grave, let alone the mansion itself, again.

"So, if we plant the flowers, they'll always be here, right?"

"I see… you're right."

Anna murmured this with deep feeling. Ritz, with his long years of experience, knew this and had brought the wildflowers up by the roots.

"Let's plant them."

Franz prompted Anna, who had been absentmindedly thinking while holding the flowers. He placed the few stalks he held on Laria's grave and dug a hole a few centimeters deep.

"Okay."

Anna also crouched down again and helped. Of course, she also dug a few centimeters into Raven's grave and planted the flowers Ritz held.

A touch of color, however small, was added to the barren graves.

"I wonder if these will grow properly?"

"I hope they do."

Ritz, who had finished planting and lightly dusted the dirt from his hands, muttered this while still crouching. The flowers, having been picked a while ago, were drooping a little. That was probably the most he could say.

Franz also nodded. Anna wracked her brain, wanting to somehow keep these flowers alive, and then looked up.

"A little challenge."

Anna clasped her hands again.

"What are you doing?"

Anna smiled at the suspicious Ritz.

"Just watch."

Anna closed her eyes and slowly concentrated. Like Franz did, she slowly formed the image of water overflowing in her palm.

Then, a sphere of clear, sparkling water appeared on her hand.

"Oh, a water sphere."

Ritz said in an impressed tone.

"Yeah! I did it!"

So Anna could do it if she tried. She hadn't been able to grow because she hadn't tried before. She would try to work harder from now on.

She gently placed the sphere of water that overflowed in her palm on the ground, and the water spread out as if absorbed by the earth.

"You have to water flowers after planting them or they won't take root. What do you think? Will they take root?"

"It'll be fine. They'll take root eventually."

Ritz said this and once again clasped his hands before the two graves. Franz followed suit. As Anna watched them, she noticed a faint change in the flowers.

"Look, look!"

Ritz and Franz, who had raised their heads, stared at Anna.

"The flowers, they're starting to bloom!"

"Eh?"

Their gazes simultaneously turned to the flowers and remained fixed there. The flowers before them gradually began to lift their heads and open.

"…That's amazing."

Ritz also said nothing else and watched the flowers. Eventually, the flowers bloomed with a splendid brilliance.

"They'll be okay now, right!"

When she asked this happily, Ritz and Franz smiled and nodded. Perhaps the healing power contained in the water had had some effect on the flowers.

Gently touching the soft petals, Anna smelled the scent of the flowers. It was a refreshing fragrance.

Looking to the side, she noticed Ritz watching her with a gaze very similar to Anton's when he watched over her.

He seemed like a real father. But it felt a little different from a father. If Anna had an older brother, would he feel this warm?

"What's wrong?"

When Ritz asked her curiously, Anna shook her head. Suddenly, she remembered. Ritz cherished their current relationship and wished not to show his past self as a mercenary.

Certainly, Ritz as a mercenary was scary. She had trembled a little when she saw him in the labyrinth.

But the Ritz now wasn't scary at all. Even when he cut down Laria before her eyes, it was to protect them, so she didn't want to resent him or be afraid of him.

Anna closed her eyes.

When she was in Vishnu, she was a caretaker at the orphanage, and all she had to do was look after the children, and she never thought about her own growth.

But now, with Ritz watching over her and her fellow traveler Franz, she felt she could continue to grow forever.

Because of the two of them, the current Anna existed, and the future Anna would exist.

"Ritz, Franz."

When she called out to them, the two of them looked at Anna. Anna gave them her biggest smile.

"I love you both. Thank you."

"W-What's this all of a sudden…"

She had only conveyed her honest feelings, but Ritz got flustered and embarrassed. It seemed he wasn't good at being thanked.

In contrast to Ritz, Franz stared at Anna silently. He was probably thinking about various things too, she thought.

"…Right, let's go have dinner."

Anna and Franz watched Ritz's back as he walked down the hill, embarrassed. After Ritz was out of sight, Franz opened his mouth.

"I thought Ritz was irresponsible, careless, and thoughtless, but he's been carrying a lot on his shoulders."

"Yeah."

Anna just said that and nodded.

"I'm a little envious that Ritz has that kind of personality despite everything."

At Franz's words, Anna listened silently. Franz was surely thinking about various things. She wanted to hear about them.

They were probably both naive about the world.

"I wonder if I can live a detached life someday too?"

"So you can seem irresponsible, careless, and thoughtless?"

"No, that's not what I…"

Anna burst out laughing at Franz as he tried to correct himself.

"Just kidding~"

Franz glared at Anna, but she could see him visibly relax when their eyes met. Franz, too, was thinking about various things.

Anna was the same. In the same way, she also admired Ritz a little.

He didn't talk about it, but it seemed Ritz had a lot in his past. But she knew the warmth in his adult gaze as he properly protected and watched over Anna and Franz.

Someday, she hoped she could become someone who could help Ritz.

"Franz, let's go eat. Ritz, Ed-san, and Kenny-san are all probably waiting."

"…You're right."

Franz muttered and touched the jewel he always wore. Anna also gently touched her own jewel.

If not for this, their journey would not have begun. She would not have met so many people like this.

Anna smiled at the still-pensive Franz.

"Franz, hurry, hurry!"

Franz hurriedly followed Anna as she started to run down the hill.

…The wildflowers blooming on the two remaining graves swayed gently in the night wind.
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			Three short stories for the first time since Volume 1. I've decided to include the bonus novel, "Charge! Dinner on the Road," in the main story, so this fifth volume will consist of a total of four short stories. I originally thought about adding it at the end again, but after some consideration, I decided to place it in chronological order.

Here begins the fifth volume, a hodgepodge of comedy and seriousness, with a heavier emphasis on comedy.
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			III

Having changed out of his traveling clothes and finally thrown himself onto a bed that didn't sway, Franz stared blankly up at the ceiling. He had absolutely no idea what would become of this journey.

He hoped to go to the Royal Capital and research Artis in the large library, but upon reflection, even where they would stay was uncertain.

For that matter, he didn't know what would happen just by being with Edward.

His gaze drifted toward the room where Ritz and Anna were.

Ritz, who would likely be dragged into some serious trouble from here on out, was taking a brief rest with Anna as his guard.

Seeing Ritz's attitude, perhaps the Royal Capital was not a very pleasant place.

Before he even had a chance to doze off, a servant from the manor summoned him to a round-table conference with a rather awkward atmosphere.

Though it was called a round-table conference, it wasn't formal or particularly serious. It just so happened that the largest table in this villa was round.

The agenda for the meeting was singular. And since it concerned the sullenly silent Ritz, there was no way it would be an enjoyable discussion.

The official topic was the king's return.

Ostensibly, the king was unable to take the throne because he was convalescing from a serious illness. The adults were discussing, with all due seriousness, how to get him into the royal palace without the public noticing.

"There will be fewer people in the early morning. However, it is also true that farmers and traveling merchants are early risers. It would be difficult to go completely unseen," Kenny said.

Everyone except Ritz, Anna, and Franz nodded at Kenny's remark. Ritz just stared out the window, making no attempt to join the meeting. As for Franz and Anna, they knew nothing of the situation in the capital.

"Then what about the evening, Kenny-kun?"

At Chamberlain O'Connor's words, Kenny glanced at his adjutant. The adjutant, understanding his cue, spoke up.

"Wouldn't that be more dangerous? It's the time of day when many people rush in just before the castle gates close. Wouldn't it be easy to be seen?"

Again, everyone nodded.

"The only remaining option is the middle of the night, but…"

Kenny responded immediately to Edward's comment.

"Your Majesty, the castle gates are closed in the middle of the night, and the Royal Capital Defense Corps is constantly on watch. The only people who know of Your Majesty's departure are those present here, the Queen, the Crown Prince, and the Prime Minister. If the soldiers were to find you, it would become a major incident."

"Hmm, I suppose you're right…"

Everyone fell silent, and then they all covertly glanced toward Ritz.

Franz quickly realized that everyone's behavior was strange. The meeting lacked any sense of urgency, and he felt a sense of unease, as if he were watching a poorly acted play.

*Perhaps this entire meeting was decided upon without the three of us knowing.* If so, the mastermind of this plan was likely Edward.

Suddenly, with a loud *thud*, Ritz shot to his feet. He had slammed both hands onto the table. Everyone looked up, startled by his sudden action.

"How long are you going to keep up this phony meeting?"

Franz looked up at Ritz. If Franz had noticed how strange this was, there was no way Ritz wouldn't have.

Only Anna, not understanding what was happening, blinked in surprise.

"…I'd like to say until we reach a conclusion, but…"

Edward, who looked at Ritz with a sincere expression, let out a small sigh and spoke.

"A conclusion has already been reached. You realized that, didn't you, Ritz?"

"…Vaguely. Why do I have to clean up the mess from your little escape?"

"Clean up my mess? I don't recall ever dismissing you, so I hardly think those are words for a minister who left the country on his own accord to be saying."

"…"

With those last words, the two fell silent, and the people around them could only fret. Franz could somewhat understand how they felt.

To Franz and Anna, they were merely traveling companions, but they were still the king and his minister.

With the nation's top two leaders glaring at each other so hostilely, even the Chamberlain had lost his earlier bravado and was letting his gaze wander.

Was there anyone here who could stop them?

"No, no, you can't fight!"

There was one person. Anna.

"I don't really get it, but it's better if you don't fight. Because if Ritz and Ed-san are fighting, it makes everyone feel bad. Right?"

"Anna…"

Ritz and Edward called Anna's name in unison, then fell sullenly silent again.

"Ed-san, Ritz, um, I want you to talk things out properly. Because I don't understand anything. Franz wants you to talk, too, right?"

Of course he did. He felt as if they'd been left out of the loop this entire time, creating a sense of alienation. He was fine with solitude, but being alienated during a meeting was somehow unpleasant.

"Yes, I'd like to know, too. We have no idea what's going on."

He fixed his gaze on Ritz, urging him to speak.

"Is it okay if I just give you my prediction?"

Franz nodded at Ritz, who spoke reluctantly. Still, it was much better than knowing nothing at all.

"First of all, this meeting is a lie from the get-go. On the surface, the agenda is about the king entering the capital and taking the throne without attracting attention, right?"

Franz nodded silently.

"But that's just for show. Ed could get into the capital without any trouble by himself. He's escaped plenty of times before, so I have no doubt."

"Ah…"

Come to think of it, he seemed to recall Edward saying something like that. In that case, what was this meeting all about?

"The real agenda of this meeting is, 'How can we block all my escape routes and keep me in the capital?'"

"…You, Ritz?"

"That's right. If you have any objections, say so."

Unlike his usual self, Ritz's eyes were sharp and wary as he glared around the room at Edward, O'Connor, Kenny, and his adjutant.

Kenny and his adjutant looked down, abashed. O'Connor's eyes darted about, and Edward looked away as if to deflect, his gaze fixed on some distant point.

Seeing that no one said a word, Ritz let out a deliberately dramatic sigh and continued.

"If you use a prominent person to draw everyone's attention in the capital, the king can enter the palace without much of a fuss. That's a given. But the king probably wouldn't be found even if he entered normally. So why go to the trouble of making a scene to attract everyone's attention?"

Franz looked up at Ritz, not understanding.

"Why is that?"

"I don't get it either!"

"There's only one answer. They intend to show the people of the capital that I've returned, creating a wedge that will make it difficult for me to just run off."

The room fell so quiet you could hear a pin drop, with only Ritz's voice echoing through it.

"My prediction is on the mark, isn't it, Ed?"

Edward, the one being addressed, gave a bitter smile.

"Yes, that's right. This is trouble. My thoughts are still completely transparent to you, I see."

"What are you talking about? Even a fool like me can figure this much out."

Anna raised her hand as Ritz turned away in a foul mood. She seemed to think one was supposed to raise their hand to speak at a meeting.

"Yes, a question!"

"Go ahead, Anna."

"How are you going to stand out? If you just enter normally, you won't stand out, right?"

That's what they didn't understand. As Franz and Anna looked up, Ritz muttered his thoughts. But even his small, mumbled voice was clearly audible in the dead-silent room.

"The worst-case scenario is they hold a massive, nationwide parade under the guise of 'The Minister's Return Parade,' complete with Sabatieri's legacy."

*I see*, Franz nodded. There was no doubt that the return of a minister who had been absent from the country for over thirty years would capture the public's interest.

Ritz's explanation continued.

"The minister's disappearance is a well-known story in Yuresla. There are even rumors that the position of minister has been left open indefinitely as an honorary title because the minister is a member of the free-spirited Clan of Light. I think Ed just couldn't be bothered and left it alone. But well, if I come back after thirty-five years, it's going to cause a huge commotion."

Franz, who was unaware of common worldly knowledge, hadn't known about the minister's disappearance, but if it was a famous tale, the shock would be even greater.

"So, what will happen then?"

When he asked calmly, Ritz shrugged.

"There's no doubt that a huge crowd will flock to the streets to catch a glimpse of the minister they've never seen. And since I'll have entered the capital in a grand parade, I won't have any way to escape."

Having finished speaking, Ritz fell sullenly silent again. The atmosphere was so heavy that Franz didn't even feel like opening his mouth, so he simply whispered, *My condolences*, in his mind.

O'Connor let out a sigh of admiration.

"As expected of you, Your Excellency. That is exactly right. I am in awe of your insight."

"…Flattery will get you nowhere."

As silence fell once more, it was Anna who sighed.

"A parade, huh… That sounds amazing! I'd love to see it!"

"…Anna."

Completely oblivious to the situation, Anna had spoken with a rapturous expression. Franz held his head in his hands and chided her.

"Eh, why? It's a parade! I've never seen one before."

"If Ritz is in the parade, it'll be impossible for us to watch from the outside."

"Why?"

Franz sighed again.

"How are you planning to watch the parade, Anna? Are we supposed to enter the capital on our own and blend in with the crowd?"

"Oh, right."

That's right; it was their first time going to the capital. Without Ritz, they wouldn't know their left from their right. On top of that, a parade would mean a massive crowd.

What would the two of them do all alone in a city where they didn't even know where to go? They would surely end up lost.

Their only option, in the end, was to stick with Ritz and reach the parade's destination: the royal palace.

"That's no fun! I wanted to see it!"

When their exchange ended, Edward cleared his throat.

"So that's how it is. I apologize for such an obvious plan, but can you please try to understand?"

"If I say I don't want to, will you call it off?"

Ritz shot Edward a listless and disgruntled look. Edward met his gaze. It wasn't his usual nonchalant expression. Franz could see that this was creating an irreplaceable situation for Ritz.

"I cannot. The moment we arrived here, I sent a fast horse to the Royal Capital. The arrangements are for you to enter the capital the day after tomorrow. The preparations were already underway."

"…The day after tomorrow, huh."

Ritz stood up and started walking toward the door.

"Where are you going?"

Without turning back to answer Edward's question, Ritz placed his hand on the doorknob.

"To get some air. The conversation will go on without me anyway, right?"

Before anyone could stop him, Ritz left the room. Those left behind let out a sigh as the tension broke.

"Franz, why does Ritz hate being a minister so much?"

At Anna's words, Franz shrugged. For most people, becoming a minister was a pipe dream, something to aspire to. But Ritz was so vehemently against it.

"Edward-san, do you know anything?"

But Edward didn't give them a clear answer, merely muttering one line.

"Ritz wants to be free. I often feel the same way."

Ritz never appeared at that meeting again. The rest of the time was spent with Kenny, his adjutant, and O'Connor meticulously reviewing security measures and making arrangements to get the king into the palace. It seemed most of the plan was already in place, so it was just a matter of confirming things with each other.

However, Anna and Franz, who had been listening to the plan, could only stare at each other in stunned silence, communicating with their eyes.

*…This is certainly going to be flashy.*

IV

After a lavish dinner featuring an abundance of ingredients from the farm, a small commotion arose. Ritz, who had been present until dinner, had gone missing.

"Your Majesty, surely he hasn't already left!"

While calming the panicked O'Connor and Kenny, Edward looked at Anna and Franz. The two of them had been pacing around worriedly as well.

If Ritz had truly disappeared here, these two wards would be lost on the road ahead.

"Franz, did Ritz leave?"

"…"

"Did he leave us behind?"

Anna pressed Franz, who was too pale to answer.

"Franz, say something! Come on!"

"Calm down…"

"I can't calm down! Ritz might have left us behind!"

To the frantic Anna, Franz replied in a strained voice.

"Even if he ran away… Ritz would surely come back for us."

Franz probably wasn't certain. Franz and Anna would be lost without Ritz, but Ritz could survive on his own.

So both of them knew very well that if Ritz wanted to leave them, he could do so easily.

"O'Connor, Kenny, search the mansion thoroughly."

"Yes, sir!"

As the two men ran off, Edward offered a gentle smile to Anna and the others.

"My apologies, you two. If Ritz has truly run away, I will take responsibility and bring you to the Royal Capital. But it is unthinkable that Ritz would leave you behind. And this isn't just to comfort you, you know?"

"…Really?"

Edward nodded confidently at the two, whose eyes wavered with anxiety.

"Of course. The man known as Ritz despises things like status, honor, and attachments, but he's deeply compassionate. Once he decides to look after someone, he's the type to see it through to the end."

Franz nodded. He probably had a vague sense that Ritz thought of Anna and Franz as family. That's why he decided to tell a story from the past without Ritz's permission.

"Let me tell you a story from the past. A long time ago… yes, back when Ritz looked about your age, Franz."

The two looked up at Edward, their faces asking what he was talking about.

"Back when I wasn't yet king, there was an assassination at the royal palace. The one who was killed was my mother."
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The next day dawned, and Ritz was awoken by Anna leaping onto him with a shout.

"I told you not to jump on me in the…"

He was about to yell, but the words caught in his throat when he saw tears spilling from Anna's large, emerald eyes. Her red hair, usually tied up, was still down.

He understood then that she must have realized he was there as soon as she woke up and came flying over.

"Because, I thought you'd left me behind!"

Anna said, sniffling loudly.

"Franz and I would be lost without you, Ritz! We wouldn't know what to do!"

"Anna…"

"You said we were comrades, didn't you, Ritz? You can't just disappear without saying anything!"

He glanced over and saw Franz looking at him with an expression of relief.

"…My bad."

The apology was Ritz's to give. He patted the head of Anna, who was wiping her tears on top of him, and offered Franz a smile.

Since he had snuck back in the middle of the night, neither of them had known he was there.

"You won't leave us again?"

He tousled Anna's hair as she asked in a nasal voice.

"I won't. I'll go with you all the way to your destination."

"Really, really? It's a promise?"

"Yeah, it's a promise."

He once thought he had saddled himself with a burden, but strangely, these two had become important to him as well.

Even if they hadn't said anything, he probably couldn't have abandoned them.

And as for what was happening now, they were actually in the middle of a costume fitting.

The clothes Ritz was currently wearing were the pure white military uniform of the Yuresla Kingdom Army. Its shape was slightly different from the dark brown kingdom army uniforms that Kenny and the others usually wore.

This was simply a difference in rank. The uniforms for ranks from the bottom up to field officer class were basically the same, but the uniforms for general officers and above were different.

Incidentally, Kenny was a major. For this return parade, the Inspectorate Department would also be wearing formal attire, so Kenny's formal uniform was also white, but it was distinguished from a company officer's by the number of rank insignias.

In the Yuresla Kingdom, the Prime Minister heads the political departments, while the Minister heads the military. Therefore, the Minister held the military rank of Marshal, and his formal attire was nearly identical to that of a marshal.

As a result, Ritz's outfit was a magnificent piece adorned with numerous decorations and a white cape, the mark of a minister. Some of the decorations appeared to be medals.

Ritz had no memory of it, but apparently, he had received them from Edward when he was in the army.

And so, to Anna and Franz, the getup looked like nothing more than a stage costume.

"Wow, Ritz, you look so cool!"

Anna cried out in pure admiration. Behind her, Franz gave a faint, cold smile and said.

"It's true, you're a sideshow incarnate."

Apparently, this was payback for unsettling them yesterday.

"Shut up, Franz!"

He felt a tug from behind and turned to see Anna pinching his cape, examining it intently.

"This is amazing! I want to wear one too! Such beautiful clothes. I'd love to try them on once!"

Apparently, what Anna admired was the feel of this cape. Honestly, Franz's words were correct. It was a complete sideshow.

"We must decide on clothes for Anna-kun and Franz-kun as well."

"Eh?"

As O'Connor said this, Franz froze. He had apparently thought that costumes had nothing to do with him. When Ritz grinned back at him, his expressionless face shifted to one of displeasure.

"You will both be coming to the Royal Capital with us, after all. Your current attire is simply not suitable."

Summoned by O'Connor, a chamberlain and a lady-in-waiting appeared, holding clothes, a coat, and a dress that, while not flashy, looked expensive.

The clothes handed to Franz were like a suit overall, but they came with a cravat at the collar and a pin to hold it in place. The pin was, of course, adorned with jewels.

Franz accepted the clothes offered by O'Connor with a sigh.

"Aren't you used to wearing this kind of thing, being the son of a rich merchant?"

When teased, he remained sullen and roughly put on the sleeves. Ritz found it amusing to think that he had probably worn nothing but clothes like these until he went to Orphe to train as a spirit user.

In contrast to the displeased Franz, Anna was in high spirits.

"Yay, a dress, a dress!"

Though Anna disliked restrictive clothing, it seemed she still longed for a dress. After all, Anna was a girl too.

"…Am I a sideshow too?"

Next to Franz, who was changing with a sigh, the ladies-in-waiting were dressing Anna in the gown, hiding her behind a large cloth they held up.

"Wow… it's silk… it's really silk…"

Hearing Anna's voice filled with wonder from behind the cloth, Ritz felt a strange sense of amusement. He remembered how Anna had admired all the different fabrics when they first arrived in Saradio.

Maybe he could buy her something small once he started getting a minister's salary.

"Ritz, Franz, how do I look?"

Ritz burst out laughing as Anna popped out from behind the cloth.

"The dress is definitely wearing you."

"Well, that's because it's too big!"

The ladies-in-waiting, armed with needles and measuring tapes, had already gathered around the pouting Anna's hem and waist.

"Your Excellency, may we alter this dress?"

At the lady-in-waiting's question, Edward, who had been watching the three of them with an amused expression, nodded.

"Yes, go ahead."

After measuring Anna, the lady-in-waiting took the dress and retreated to the back. It seemed Franz's clothes also needed hemming, so his were also carefully measured before being taken away.

"Don't you need any alterations?"

Asked in a teasing tone, Ritz shrugged.

"It fits better now than it did back then, if anything."

"That's true. Back then you were a slender, handsome young man who was worn by his formal uniform, but now that you've gained some gravitas, you look more like a soldier."

Being told that, he felt a mix of pleasure and complexity. It was true that after thirty-five years as a mercenary, he was confident his body was a size larger.

"That dress, was it yours, Ed-san?"

"No, it belongs to my wife."

"And Franz's was yours, Ed-san?"

"No, it belongs to my son."

It seemed the unplanned clothes for Anna and Franz were made to do with what the Queen and Crown Prince had at this villa.

Even Edward and the others hadn't expected Ritz to have companions, so they were lucky to have anything to wear at all.

Glancing at the two of them, Ritz returned to his preparations.

He styled his hair, checked it in the mirror, and then dusted white powder on his head. He was starting to look the part. The young attendant helping him pointed to a lock of hair at the back of his head.

"Your Excellency, wouldn't it be better to cut this back hair?"

"Absolutely not. This is my trademark."

"But…"

"If you cut it, I'll take off these clothes and use them as bedding in the cowshed. You don't have a spare, do you?"

"Ugh… we do not."

In the end, they settled on tucking Ritz's back hair into his collar. After fussing with his hair until he was satisfied, he turned around, and Anna and Franz burst out laughing simultaneously.

"R-Ritz! Wow, you have no bangs!"

"Don't put it like that, it makes me sound bald."

"And you have gray hair!"

"Going for that 'distinguished silver fox' look, are we?"

Ritz had firmly slicked his hair all the way back. Moreover, he had used white powder on his pitch-black hair to make it look like he had streaks of gray. In front of the two of them, he theatrically produced a beard and put it on.

"What's with that beard?"

Franz muttered in disbelief, while Anna stared at it with great interest.

"It's a disguise, obviously. And for the finishing touch…"

Ritz put on a golden monocle that rested on his nose. The chain on one side swung with a soft sound.

"Wow… you've gotten old, Ritz."

"'Gotten old' feels a bit harsh…"

He grumbled, but the reflection in the mirror did indeed look like a man transitioning from middle to old age.

This way, he wouldn't look out of place standing next to Edward or Shasta. He had been feeling that a young-looking minister just wouldn't do.

Plus, this would have various benefits.

"With this, you could even pass for Anna's grandfather."

At Franz's overly blunt words, Ritz furrowed his brow.

"Do you have a grudge against me or something?"

"Not particularly."

VI

As the massive crowd watched, a carriage proceeded slowly down the main street, led by the minister on horseback, followed by the Inspectorate officials.

Carrying the final work of the missing court painter, the minister who had been away from the country for many years had returned.

That period of absence was approximately thirty-some years…

Until the carriage entered the royal palace, the cheers continued to shake the city.

People shouted their praises to the minister and the inspectors.

Welcome back, Your Excellency the Minister!

Welcome back to the Royal Capital Sears!

Upon entering the royal palace, the party was greeted by the Prime Minister, the Queen, the Crown Prince, and the King, who, amidst the chaos, had mixed in with the crowd of onlookers and returned to the palace ahead of them disguised as a merchant.

Amidst a lively welcome by numerous high officials and the royal military band, Edward grasped Ritz's hand and shook it firmly.

In a resonant voice that defied his age, the king spoke to the minister.

"It is good to have you back."

Ritz replied with a prim expression.

"I have returned. It is a pleasure to see you well, Your Majesty."

Cheers erupted and the military band played. Amidst the noise, Edward spoke so that only Ritz could hear.

"Quite the popular fellow, aren't you, Ritz?"

"Shut up."

It was obvious that Shasta had pulled some strings behind the scenes to arrange such a welcome. Ritz secretly resolved to complain to Shasta about it later.

But the man himself appeared before Ritz surprisingly quickly.

"Welcome back, Ritz-san."

A middle-aged man with graying hair, meticulously smoothed down, extended a hand toward Ritz. From his tone, Ritz knew immediately who it was.

"Shasta… you've gotten old."

"…You're the exception, Ritz-san."

—In any case, the party had entered the Royal Capital, their first destination.
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The Royal Capital Sears was a vast city surrounded by walls. Its population was, of course, the largest in the kingdom, and while the citizens once lived only within these walls, their numbers grew with time, and now numerous houses and farms exist outside the walls as well.

Many merchants from various countries reside within the city, and numerous districts centered around the commercial area in the heart of the city are teeming with people. Here in this commercial district, one could obtain anything and everything from the kingdom.

Where people gather, a large entertainment district naturally spreads, and the bustle never ceases, even at night.

The port is divided into two large sections: one is a naval port, and the other is for trade and fishing. In a corner of the fishing port side, there is a district as intricate as a slum, where refugees and criminals from various countries have taken up residence, making it the royal family's sole source of concern.

The royal castle and palace are on the east side, at the edge of the city, perched on a slightly elevated hill. Behind them are several layers of walls, and beyond the walls are mountains. The first gate is the city's gate, the second is the royal castle's gate, and the third is the royal palace's gate.

To enter the royal castle and palace, one must ascend a wide but quiet slope.

Large houses are scattered along this slope. These are mostly the homes of high-ranking officials who serve in the palace, the city's wealthy, and people of power; it is not a place for commoners to live.

…In other words, this high ground near the royal palace is the high-class residential area.

"Haaaaaaaaaaah…"

Ritz tore off the robe he was wearing and let out a grand sigh. He frantically ran his hands through his styled hair, scattering powder and setting agents, making a complete mess of it, then tossed the fake beard and monocle onto a table. He then collapsed onto the sofa.

"Welcome back!"

Anna greeted the exhausted Ritz in a dazed voice. Franz, who was in the same room, didn't even lift his face from where it was buried.

"I'm back…"

Two weeks had passed since they arrived in the capital and took up residence in the royal palace without a permanent place to live. The luxurious furniture and opulent atmosphere that dominated this spacious room made Anna, a commoner raised in a poor church, feel extremely out of place. She felt like she was just a freeloader in this room, and she couldn't relax.

Anna gazed out the large window beyond the two collapsed men.

"Oh, it's snowing."

Soft snowflakes were dancing down into the well-manicured garden outside the window. It had apparently gotten much colder lately, but Anna, who couldn't go outside, couldn't feel it on her skin. For Anna, who had watched the seasons change while farming, it was unsatisfying and lonely. With going out being so difficult at present, looking out the window was her only way of knowing what was happening outside.

Inside the room, the fireplace burned brightly, making it very warm. Dozing off in that fireplace was their other companion (?), the child Salamander, Sara-chan. Anna was convinced that Sara, a child of spirits, must be bored and stressed out, being unable to go anywhere or do anything freely.

Even if she asked, Sara could only speak up to two syllables of human language, so she didn't really know what the salamander was thinking.

When she shifted her gaze back to Ritz, he hadn't moved a muscle. Had he fallen asleep? With a sigh, she stood up, hung the minister's uniform-like garment that Ritz had been wearing on a hanger, and put it away in the closet.

Lately, the frequency with which Ritz collapsed onto the sofa in a state of extreme disarray had increased. Extreme disarray meant he was practically in his underwear. At first, Anna would complain that he was being slovenly, but now she didn't say anything. Instead, she had taken to gathering up the clothes he threw off.

In the past two weeks, she had come to understand well why Ritz had wanted to run away instead of returning to the capital.

It wasn't that the three of them were being overworked to the point of exhaustion. They were treated well enough to have no complaints… generally speaking. But the three of them were mentally and physically worn out.

After a while, Ritz finally lifted his head and spoke to the two dazed figures.

"You guys, what about… dinner?"

"Don't want any."

"…Right."

Even Anna, with her voracious appetite, had been declining meals lately. One reason was that she didn't get hungry because she didn't go out, but that wasn't the only reason.

The meals were certainly delicious, as King Edward was always considerate of them in one way or another. From Anna's perspective, who had come from a life of poverty and then a journey on the road, every day was a feast. But for some reason, they often had to dine with the royal family and the prime minister.

Because of this, she could never let her guard down. After all, Anna had absolutely no knowledge of formal table manners. Since coming here, she had been forced to cram-study them while being taught by Franz and Edward.

Franz, as expected of the sole son of a wealthy man, was incredibly knowledgeable about such things. She often thought from the bottom of her heart how lucky they were to have someone so well-informed in their group. As for Ritz, he seemed to have ignored proper etiquette from the start and had acquired the skill to somehow make it look presentable, albeit haphazardly.

Sometimes the three of them would dine alone. But with several maids and a number of attendants for each person, they couldn't afford to make any mistakes, given Ritz's position as minister.

After all, they were the minister and his family, not carefree travelers. They couldn't make a ruckus, nor could they engage in ordinary small talk. And the atmosphere was certainly not one where they could casually ask, 'What do you use this for?'

The first three days were fine. Anna was full of curiosity, the food was delicious, and the stiff, formal meals felt like something out of a picture book. But even that grew tiring when it continued for too long.

"I wish they'd just let us eat however we want."

Anna was reaching her limit with the formality. It was just so tedious. For example, at breakfast every day, conversations like this would unfold.

"Anna-sama, what kind of bread will you have?"

"Uh, umm… a baguette…"

"How would you like it sliced?"

"Thinly, please."

"How would you like it toasted?"

"Well-toasted, please."

"Very well. And what kind of jam shall I bring you?"

"Raspberry, please."

This was what she was asked for a single piece of bread. Next, she would be asked about her drink.

"I'll have a café au lait."

"Very well. How would you like your milk?"

"With milk, please."

"No, that is not what I meant. I was referring to the region of origin."

"Region of origin…?"

"We also have different breeds of cow, if you prefer?"

"Anything is fine."

"Very well. And what would you like for sweetener?"

"Honey is fine."

That was only half of it. Next, she would be barraged with questions about how she wanted her eggs cooked, how her sausages should be prepared, and so on.

As far as Anna was concerned, any bread they had was fine, any jam that looked tasty was fine, and any milk they had was fine. Eggs and sausages, too—as long as they were cooked and served, she would eat them without complaint.

Sometimes, Anna just wanted to say, 'Whatever's fine!' It was probably the same for Franz, and Ritz had even started to actually say things like, 'Whatever, just bring me something.'

All three of them had reached their limit.

Perhaps taking pity on Anna and Franz… or more likely sensing his own limits, Ritz had apparently been negotiating to rent a house for them somewhere for some time now. But it seemed he hadn't received a favorable response.

The room the three were in now was Ritz's private room, deep within the detached palace wing assigned to them.

Ritz had instructed the servants from the very beginning not to enter this room under any circumstances, so no one other than the three of them and Edward ever visited.

Since Anna and Franz hadn't said the same, servants would appear to tend to them if they let their guard down, which is why they were taking refuge in this room.

"Anna, what did you do today?"

"Um, the Queen dressed me up in lots of clothes, and then I ate a lot of sweets."

The Queen's name was Patricia, Edward's wife. Since she never had a daughter, she doted on Anna as if she were her own granddaughter. Incidentally, her only son's child was also a boy. Every time Anna visited the Queen, she would be told with heartfelt emotion, 'I always wanted a girl.'

What followed was a tea party where she was dressed up in various outfits like a doll. The dresses were certainly cute. Anna was a girl, after all, so she liked cute clothes, and she loved tea and sweets. But while she didn't mind farm work every day, doing *that* every day was… quite tough.

In fact, even now, she was wearing a fluffy one-piece dress with frills and ribbons. Ritz, who had praised it with curiosity at first, hadn't said a word about it recently. He must have gotten used to it.

Once, Franz passed by while she was with the Queen, but she saw him tiptoe away to escape. She still held a grudge against him for not either rescuing her or joining in to share her burden.

"What were you doing, Franz?"

"…Reading."

For the past few days, Franz had been borrowing heaps of books from the royal library and bringing them into this room. When Anna went to the Queen's quarters, Franz was lying down reading a book, and when she returned, he was asleep in the same spot with a book for a pillow. He had apparently spent the whole day without leaving the room.

"I see…"

Ritz murmured with a sigh and sank back into the sofa. After a brief silence, Anna sighed.

"I want to clean by myself, I want to cook the dishes I finally learned how to make, I want to till the fields… I want to go for a walk freely!"

After all, even on a walk, a maid would accompany her.

"You're right. I'd like to be left alone, too."

Franz wasn't fond of interacting with others to begin with. Being interfered with in so many ways must have been unbearable for him. Ritz was constantly grumbling that he wanted to go out for a drink, to have some fun. As for what kind of fun he wanted to have, Ritz had never given her an answer, so that remained a mystery to Anna.

But there was no doubt that all of them were frustrated.

Ritz sat up with a start. His eyes were filled with determination.

"Anna, Franz, tomorrow the three of us are going to barge in on Shasta. We'll threaten him that if he doesn't find us a house outside, the three of us will just go and live somewhere on our own."

"Okay!"

At Ritz's forceful words, Anna's eyes lit up and she nodded. Franz also nodded with an expressionless face.

And so, the three of them began their 'Battle to Find Our Home.'

II

"This is troublesome, Ritz-san. I am looking for a house. I truly am."

Shasta informed the intrusive Ritz, a wrinkle forming between his brows. Franz watched the scene from a step back. Anna also stood next to Franz, observing the argument between Ritz and Shasta.

This was Shasta's office. And it was still morning. The documents for his duties were piled up, waiting for approval, but the stack wasn't getting any smaller.

This was actually part of Ritz's strategy. If they persisted during his busiest work hours, Shasta would surely give in. Ritz had declared that a serious man like him would never let his duties fall behind.

The neatly arranged, grayish-light-brown hair was slightly disheveled, and his breathing was heavy. It had been quite some time since this argument began. Shasta was probably getting tired too.

"You're lying, Shasta. You're not looking, are you?"

"Ritz-san, I do not lie!"

"Yeah, you might not lie, but you'll certainly fudge the truth, won't you? Come on, Shasta, I'm begging you."

Ritz persisted. Franz mentally defended Ritz. They were desperate, after all. Their very lifestyle was at stake.

"I told you, I'm looking!"

"Shasta-san, a house, a house!"

Finally, Anna also resorted to direct action. She clung to Shasta. Franz silently stared at Shasta. Shasta's eyes were tired. But he, too, was at his limit.

"If you want, I can just barge into your house, you know?"

"Please don't. I have a newborn grandchild."

"I think Sally would let me stay, though."

"Please don't destroy my family!"

Incidentally, Sally was the name of Shasta's wife. She was said to be a modest woman who rarely appeared in public.

…They continued to argue like this for an hour… and finally, Shasta broke. He picked up a bell on his large desk and rang it. An attendant appeared immediately.

"…Sorry, but could you pass these documents to the Councilor and the Assistant? And could you please summon the Chamberlain and Inspector Kenny Fort?"

"As you wish."

As the attendant left with the documents, Shasta gestured toward the sofa set in front of his desk. The battle was apparently over, so they sat down as prompted. Shasta let out a huge sigh, rang the bell again, and summoned a maid.

"How may I help you?"

"Please prepare tea for the Minister and his companions."

"Yes, sir."

After the maid left, Shasta stood up and faced Ritz.

"A house has been found. However, it's a property with a catch. As for why I didn't recommend it, please ask O'Connor and Fort. I have work to do, so please, do not disturb me."

With that, Shasta spoke rather quickly and returned to his desk. Naturally, their gazes followed him. Shasta was looking through the documents one by one, writing something down.

To Franz's eyes, his speed was almost godlike. Having grown up watching merchants process documents, Franz's judgment was not mistaken. He was strangely impressed, thinking that this was why the country had managed to function even without Edward.

If it weren't for this house problem, he was sure he would respect Shasta even more than Ritz did. But right now, the house was the top priority.

After drinking tea and taking a breather, Anna, perhaps growing bored, asked Ritz in a small voice.

"…Shasta-san seems to have it tough, huh?"

"Right? This country is held up by the Prime Minister. Because the king is so pathetic."

A sharp retort came in response to Ritz's smug nod.

"The minister, too, I might add."

Shasta had replied while organizing his papers. It was amazing that he could listen to their conversation while processing documents at such a speed. As Franz watched him with a look of respect, Shasta noticed and turned to smile at him for a moment.

"Due to the nature of my work, I'm able to listen to people's conversations while processing documents."

Shasta reached for the next document. It was a rather thick one. It would surely require time and concentration. But contrary to his expectations, Shasta flipped through the pages at a tremendous speed, scribbling something down.

Anna, who had gone to peek at Shasta, had eyes sparkling with admiration.

"Shasta-san is amazing! He's reading one document while writing another!"

"I'm just making a note of which document I processed and how. It's not that amazing."

"That's not true! It's amaaazing!"

Though he thought she shouldn't be bothering him, Franz couldn't talk, as he too was mesmerized by the magnificent dexterity of his hands. *I see, so that's how you can process documents faster*, he thought, mentally drilling the practical skill into his head. He didn't know if he could use it for anything, though.

By the time Anna had developed a deep respect for Shasta, Chamberlain O'Connor and Kenny finally arrived. Both wore solemn expressions.

"Took you long enough. Sit down."

Even though it wasn't his room, Ritz casually invited them to sit on the sofa. The two obeyed hesitantly, glancing at Shasta's face.

"So, you found a house for us?"

"Well, yes…"

Kenny replied in a rather hesitant tone. He looked at O'Connor with pleading eyes. But O'Connor, too, just looked at Shasta in a troubled manner.

"What's with you guys? So serious over a mere house."

Ritz tilted his head. Franz couldn't understand the gravity of the situation either. Why would they be so hesitant to report on a house they had found?

"Chamberlain, if you would, please, from you."

"No, I believe you, who are on good terms with the Minister, would be the more suitable one, Kenny-kun."

Their reluctance to get to the point, each trying to make the other explain, instantly heightened the sense of unease. Could it be that they hadn't actually found a house? Were they trying to cover it up somehow?

"Kenny-san, O'Connor-san, aren't you going to tell us about the house?"

Anna, oblivious to the delicate atmosphere, asked as she looked back and forth between the two. Still, their silent game of passing the buck continued.

"You're not going to say something like, 'There is no house,' are you?"

As Ritz leaned his cheek on his hand and directed a suspicious gaze at the two, they flinched.

"N-Not at all, Your Excellency. There is… a house. There is, but… right, Chamberlain?"

"Y-Yes. There is a house, Your Excellency. There is…"

"Then just tell me already. What's the catch with this property?"

"W-Well, that is…"

O'Connor and Kenny fell silent again and glanced toward Shasta. Following their lead, Franz looked over as well. The two men's pleading eyes and the three companions' questioning gazes converged on Shasta's face. After a moment, Shasta sighed, left his work, and came over to the sofa.

"Very well. I shall explain."

Shasta sat down on the sofa of the reception set and received a city map and a floor plan of the mansion from Kenny. Shasta first spread the floor plan out in front of the three of them.

"The property we have found is this one. Built sixty years ago, two stories with a garden, ten rooms. There is also a separate servants' cottage outside. The main house has four guest rooms, providing ample living space."

The three of them peered at the floor plan. Each room was spacious. Had it been a nobleman's mansion?

"Hmm…"

"Wow! It's so luxurious!"

"And this property is located about a twenty-minute walk from this castle. It should be convenient for commuting to the castle as well."

"Yeah. You found a good place, didn't you?"

Looking at the city map Shasta presented, the house was located slightly down the hill. Franz didn't mind where the house was. He glanced over and saw that Ritz looked so happy he might start whistling. He was probably thinking about going out and having fun.

"This house is great, isn't it?"

Ritz sought the agreement of the two who would naturally be living with him.

"I agree! I like this place. The garden is big, so I think I can make a field."

Anna was all for it. Franz, too, thought it was perfectly fine. But he had one concern. A fundamental one.

"…As a house, it's perfect. But what about the price?"

"Ah…"

"The price…"

Naturally, considering the location and size, it must be quite expensive to either buy or rent. But they didn't have much money with them. As the one in charge of their finances, he knew that best.

"That's right, it must be expensive…"

Ritz folded his arms and groaned. He had probably just realized it. He had been so focused on having them find a house that he forgot they didn't have the funds to buy one. Franz had completely forgotten about that too. Given Ritz's position, this wasn't a matter of simply renting a room at a cheap inn.

"Ritz, we need to save up money, huh?"

Leaning her cheek on her hand at the table, Anna also sighed. Even Anna understood the common sense that you can't live in a house without money. From Franz's perspective, he was the strange one for forgetting something so obvious.

But it was Shasta who broke the stalemate.

"This house is not expensive, Ritz-san."

"But it's still a fair price, right? We really don't have any money."

"Actually, this property… is free."

"…Free?"

"I told you, Ritz-san. It's a property with a catch."

Shasta's story was as follows.

About thirty-some years ago, a noble family and their servants lived in this house. Outwardly, they seemed wealthy and happy, but some kind of dispute had arisen within the family. The details of that dispute rarely leaked to the outside.

All that was known was that one day, a maid disappeared from the house, and at the same time, the heir also vanished. Afterward, the wife fell ill, and her husband died as if following her.

With no one left in the family, the house was repossessed by a merchant, but no one was able to live there for long. The reason was simple.

…At night, a woman would be heard crying.

Since this happened every night, there was nothing anyone could do.

Despite paying a high price, the house was in this state. Hiring someone to exorcise the ghost in order to sell the house would cost money. At this rate, they wouldn't even break even.

The thoroughly exasperated merchant resold the house again and again. Eventually, the rumors about the house became famous among merchants, and it was traded for a bargain price.

After that, a merchant who finally gave up on the ghost騒動 donated it to the state, and the house is now owned by the king.

At that time, King Edward paid a small sum from his own pocket. He probably thought of doing some ghost hunting for fun, but he must have been too busy to get around to it.

"…So, you're saying if we get rid of the ghost ourselves, we can live in this house for free?"

"That's right. That's why I said it had a catch."

"Hmm…"

Ritz grumbled. It was probably a difficult situation, but he must have been thinking that the fact that it was free was appealing.

"A ghost, huh? I kind of want to see one."

Anna said nonchalantly.

But upon hearing that story, Franz's blood ran cold. A ghost was one of the things he absolutely did not want to encounter. Unlike spirits, they appear suddenly without any warning and instill fear in people for no reason. Franz believed there was nothing more terrifying than a fear that could not be understood.

They were completely incomprehensible beings. More troublesome than humans, and he wanted nothing to do with them more than he wanted nothing to do with humans. The thought of exorcising one themselves sent shivers down his spine.

"Can't you find any other properties?"

At Franz's question, the three, including Shasta, shook their heads.

"The conditions don't match, Franz-kun. Other than this, you'll have to wait a little longer."

"…A little longer?"

"That's right, about another month…"

That was also tough. Franz wanted an environment where he could be left alone as much as possible. Since he was so exhausted after just two weeks, he didn't think he could wait another month. But the only property available came with a ghost extermination…

Everyone fell silent. Ritz and his companions were contemplating whether they should go to the house or not, while the other three were hoping they would give up.

"Franz, what do you want to do?"

It was Ritz who broke the silence. He was now being forced to make the ultimate choice.

"…"

Seeing him remain silent, Ritz turned his gaze to Anna.

"What about you, Anna?"

"Well, first I want to see the house. Because I can't really tell just from the blueprints."

What Anna said was reasonable. It wouldn't be too late to give an answer after first seeing the house, investigating its condition and the extent of the ghost's harm.

But it was a ghost, a ghost. He didn't want them to know he was afraid, so while he thought that silently in his heart, he said the complete opposite out loud.

"I'd like to see it first, too."

He regretted it the moment he said it. But it was also a fact that he couldn't stand life in the palace any longer. And so, the viewing was decided.

"Alright, let's go investigate today. Shasta, lend me the key. We'll find the place ourselves, so just lend us the map."

*Today, right now?* He almost said it, but he managed to suppress it by putting on a grumpy face. There was no way he would let them know he was scared of ghosts.

With Ritz and Anna's 'strike while the iron is hot' decision, it was quickly settled that they would venture into the problematic haunted house.
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"So this is it…"

"Yes."

Guided by Kenny, who had insisted on accompanying them despite their refusal, the three arrived at the house in question.

There was a reason they had arrived at this house at the delicate hour of approaching dusk.

One reason was that they had prepared after having lunch, and the other was to verify the existence of the ghost. If the rumors were true, the ghost in this house cried at night.

Franz's opinion that there was no need to go out of their way to see a ghost was swiftly rejected. Since their primary goal was to exorcise it, it couldn't be helped.

He understood, but he still disliked what he disliked.

And so, they had arrived here with a great deal of luggage, as if they were setting out on a journey.

Dressed in warm clothes, carrying blankets to wrap themselves in, and even bringing Sara-chan along… of course, they also had a basket for dinner. They planned to leave here tomorrow morning.

The entrance gate was made of what looked like heavy bronze. The gate, chipped and blackened in places, was adorned with a beautiful plant motif and formed a gentle, arched curve, symmetrical on both sides.

Had it not been neglected like this, it would surely have been beautiful.

It was much taller than Ritz, and looking up at it felt intimidating. A red, rusted chain was wrapped around the gate multiple times, as if to refuse all intruders.

This state of rust indicated that the house had spent a very long time in solitude after losing its master and being abandoned.

"…"

Franz, carrying his own blanket, secretly gasped. The dilapidated state of the gate exuded an unfathomable eeriness.

While the surrounding houses were all beautiful, this one corner alone was desolate, like a different world. It felt as though opening this gate was the same as opening the gates of hell.

They were about to break this ominous seal. And without any hesitation. A shiver of fear crept up his spine.

He glanced at Ritz and Anna. Ritz, carrying blankets for two and something like a tool bag, was calmly assessing the situation.

Anna, holding Sara-chan and the dinner basket, was staring intently at the garden. It seemed she was trying to determine if it was suitable for farming.

Following her lead, Franz also looked at the garden.

The garden visible from there was overgrown with weeds, creating a rather desolate atmosphere. The house visible beyond it, perhaps because he had heard the rumors of a ghost, felt gloomy despite its luxurious exterior.

"Turning the garden into a field is going to be really tough."

Anna's muttered words were far from what Franz was thinking. Since she was calmly assessing its practical use, perhaps Anna was the more realistic one in this situation.

Right now, he was just scared and had lost his composure.

"Well, shall we have a look inside?"

"Yeah!"

"…Yeah."

Ignoring the two with their contrasting replies, Ritz began to remove the chain with Kenny. The tight binding and rust made the task more difficult than expected. It might be a bit hard to remove it by hand.

"Hey, you got anything to cut this with?"

Ritz grimaced, rubbing his hands, which had turned red from the rust. Kenny, whose hands were also stained red, shook his head apologetically.

"I didn't expect it to be this rusted."

"…I see."

He decided to sit with Anna and watch the two continue to wrestle with the chain. If he tried to help, he would probably just get in the way.

As he sat there silently, trying not to be noticed, Anna silently stared at the garden. A former farmer must have a discerning eye for determining whether or to not a garden is suitable for cultivation.

In silence, he deliberately averted his eyes from the mansion he didn't want to see and looked at the main street in front of the house. It was a peaceful, ordinary evening scene in the city.

People were coming and going, chatting with each other, perhaps on their way home from the royal castle. Watching them, the word 'ghost' that had been thrust before him felt so divorced from reality that it seemed incredibly unreal.

As he sighed, Anna looked up with a start and glanced around restlessly.

"…? Ritz, did you hear something?"

"Nothing."

Ritz replied, stillガチャガチャ and pulling on the chain.

"What about you, Franz?"

When asked, he shook his head. For a moment, Franz had a paranoid thought that she might be trying to scare him, but that didn't seem to be the case.

With a puzzled look, Anna tilted her head and murmured.

"Right?"

Another period of silence. As he watched Anna's expression, feeling a little creeped out, Anna looked up as if startled.

"…I hear it… Franz, you can hear a voice, right?"

"…Eh?"

His voice cracked.

"It sounds like a woman's voice?"

Being asked so seriously, he remembered. There was a voice that Franz and Anna could hear, but Ritz couldn't. The voice of a spirit.

But Franz couldn't hear anything.

Thinking about the haunted mansion behind him and the overgrown, weed-choked grounds, goosebumps rose on his skin. But he tried his best to sound calm as he spoke.

"…What do you hear?"

"You can't hear it, Franz?"

A voice that only Anna could hear… Was such a thing possible? He furrowed his brow and looked at Anna, who was earnestly asking Sara-chan in her hands.

"Can you hear it, Sara-chan?"

"*Kii*, hear, *kii*!"

It was completely unclear whether she could hear it or not.

"…Is it just me…?"

As Anna murmured this, a change occurred behind him. The chain, which had refused to budge no matter what they did, suddenly loosened and, as if it wished to be removed itself, slipped to the ground with a heavy, cold sound.

Red rust scattered as it hit the ground.

"What the? It came off all of a sudden."

As he listened to Ritz's anticlimactic voice, Franz looked toward the house. Then he looked at Anna.

"I wonder if we're being invited…"

Anna muttered. The one line, though whispered, was so terrifying that his hair stood on end.

Anna's voice from earlier echoed in his mind. *'It sounds like a woman's voice.'*

He wanted to scream, *Please, stop*, but his pride would never let him say it.

An image of a woman beckoning from beyond the fallen chain flashed in his mind, and he shuddered.

"Alright, Kenny, we'll take it from here. Lend me the key."

Without noticing Franz's premonition, Ritz wiped his dirty hands lightly with a cloth and held out his hand.

"Understood. Please be careful."

Kenny handed him a key ring with many old-fashioned keys on it and explained them.

There were three obviously large ones. These were the keys to the gate and the front door of the house; the third was unknown. The remaining small keys were apparently for the rooms.

Listening to the practical explanation was calming.

"I must return for some business. If anything should happen, please go to the Inspectorate office at the royal palace gate."

"Yeah, got it."

"Well then, please be very careful…"

He had to swallow the urge to say, *'Please don't leave me,'* to Kenny's retreating back. Franz's pride simply wouldn't allow it.

"What exactly are we supposed to be careful of?"

To Ritz, who muttered with a bitter smile, Franz managed to nod back as usual. He hadn't shown any signs of fear, so he should look normal.

"First of all, a mansion where a ghost lives sounds pretty fishy, doesn't it?"

Ritz said cheerfully. He was all for that opinion. But the next words plunged him into a gloomy mood.

"But if one really does show up, even I'd be at a disadvantage against a ghost. It's impossible to be careful, you know."

"…Y-You're right."

His reply stuttered.

"Is something wrong?"

"N-No, nothing…"

He averted his gaze to cover it up. The only ones who could defeat ghosts were priests who could use light spirit magic. He had used light spirit magic once, but that was only because of the item his master had given him. Right now, there was nothing Franz could do.

"Well, we'll figure something out."

With a carefree attitude, Ritz looked back.

"Alright, let's go in."

It was then that Ritz made a suspicious face.

"What's wrong?"

The one Ritz addressed was Anna. Franz looked at Anna too.

Anna, who was always energetic and the first to stick her nose into things, gave a slightly troubled smile, unlike her usual self.

"It's nothing."

It seemed she wasn't going to tell Ritz about the voice that no one else could hear.

Since Ritz's eyes turned to him as if asking about Anna's condition, Franz gave a small shrug. If Anna was keeping quiet, there was no need for him to say anything.

Besides, if he were to recall his earlier exchange with Anna again, he would lose his will to enter. His pride prevented him from saying, *'This is creepy, let's stop,'* even if it killed him.

He would rather die than be thought of as a coward.

"? If you say so."

Ritz still looked worried, or rather, puzzled, but he shrugged and began to check the key ring. He selected one made of the same bronze as the door.

Peeking at Ritz's hands, he saw that the same relief carved on the door was also carved on this key.

"Alright, is this the gate?"

When he inserted it into the large double doors, they began to move inward with less resistance than expected.

At the loud, creaking sound of *giiii*, Franz flinched for a moment, wondering if the gates to the land of darkness had just opened.

But he quickly shook his head to dispel the cowardly thought.

Anna slipped past Ritz into the property and started walking ahead. She was silent, whereas she would usually say something like, 'First one in!' which felt strange.

"It's more run-down than it looked from the outside."

Anna said as soon as she stepped into the garden. Overgrown vines were tangled in the untended bushes, stretching from tree to tree like ropes.

It was as if several thin, long snakes were writhing and intertwining.

"Yeah, it's a real mess."

With a grimace, Ritz pulled out a tangled vine with all his might. The surrounding trees were pulled along, scattering a great number of dead leaves.

It was like a garden of death.

There was no sign of life. While it was to be expected given the season, it felt as though there was something more sinister in this garden.

Franz furrowed his brow and averted his eyes so as not to see it. But the sight that met his averted gaze was a similarly gloomy scene. It would probably be the same no matter where he looked.

"…Can we really live here?"

To Franz, who muttered to himself with a distorted expression, Ritz replied with a serious face.

"If we can't, we'll just be sent back to that life in the palace."

"…I know that."

Franz didn't want that either.

"Let's do our best to inspect the house. We might be living here, after all."

Anna turned back to the two of them with a smile. It felt as if that smile was somewhat forced.

"I'm done with the garden, so I want to see inside the house. Is that okay, Ritz?"

Franz was surprised by Anna's words, as she had been so fixated on the garden just a moment ago. Ritz seemed to feel the same, nodding with a hint of confusion.

"You're right. We can't start without seeing the inside."

Anna was a girl, too. It was only natural that she would be more interested in the inside of the house she might be living in than the garden.

He decided to think of it that way.

"Well then, shall we go in?"

Ritz took the lead in Anna's place and pushed his way through the overgrown garden.

The withered weeds were as tall as Anna, and it would have been impossible for anyone but Ritz to proceed smoothly.

Anna walked behind him, and Franz, feeling a little nervous, brought up the rear. During that time, Anna, who was usually a one-woman show of liveliness, barely opened her mouth.

It was a strange feeling.

Even while walking at the very back, Franz was beginning to feel a vague sense of unease about Anna. Ever since she said she could 'hear a voice,' Anna's behavior had been somewhat strange.

But he couldn't say specifically what was strange. It was just a feeling, so he didn't know what to say to Ritz.

"…What's so strange about it…"

He muttered to himself, but saying it out loud didn't dispel the feeling of unease.

At last, the three arrived at the entrance of the mansion, which was wider than it had appeared from a distance.

The magnificent pillars, though cracked, were plastered white at regular intervals, and the fired bricks that spread out like a pattern on the floor were laid in a concentric, flower-like design.

But here, too, the passage of time had left its mark. It might have been beautiful once, but now it was overgrown with weeds and dirty.

The large double doors, made from a single slab of wood, exuded an air of expense and overwhelmed the viewer. The relief on the door was the same as the bronze gate at the entrance.

Standing at the entrance, the three noticed a chain lying in front of the door. A red, rusted chain… the same as the one on the bronze gate.

When on earth had it come off?

"Good thing it was already off. It would've been a pain to take it off if it was still on."

Ritz laughed jokingly and picked up the fallen chain.

"You're right."

Franz casually agreed, but he found himself fixated on Ritz, who was now lost in thought.

"What's wrong, Ritz?"

"This is strange."

"Eh?"

When he asked again, Ritz crouched down and touched the brick on the floor where the chain had been.

"What's so strange about it?"

Following his lead, Franz crouched down and touched the brick. The gritty sensation of sand met his hand. There was nothing particularly strange about that.

"Ritz?"

"If the chain had been off for a while, wouldn't there be a red stain from the rust?"

"Ah, you're right."

Franz nodded and looked at the brick again. It was then that he finally realized what Ritz was getting at.

He glanced at the palm of his hand that had just touched the brick; it was only slightly stained with sand and yellowish-brown. The brick where the chain had been was clean.

If the chain had been off for a long time, it was natural that the recent weather, with its snow and rain, would have washed away the rust, leaving a red stain on the brick.

And yet, there was no stain. There was also no scattered red rust like there had been when they removed the chain from the entrance gate earlier.

"The only possible explanation is…"

Ritz muttered. He knew, but he didn't want to hear it. Franz shook his head slightly while still crouching. He couldn't cover his ears, as that would reveal his fear.

Oblivious to Franz's inner conflict, Ritz continued calmly.

"…Someone took it off and placed it gently on the floor?"

"Stop it!"

He was at his limit. With goosebumps covering his entire body, Franz couldn't help but cry out.

"Who would enter a heavily sealed house and how would they remove the chain?"

When he unintentionally shouted, Ritz also shouted back in a low voice.

"That's why I said it's strange."

It seemed Ritz also found it creepy.

"Who would take something like this off!"

"How should I know!"

Ignoring the two who were inadvertently whispering-shouting at each other, Anna absentmindedly touched the door.

"It was easier to get in, so I think it's fine."

"…"

Now that she mentioned it, that was true, but not knowing who did it or how was incredibly creepy.

"Anna, aren't you scared?"

Ashamed of having made a fuss out of fear, Franz spoke to Anna, who was gently touching the door. But it seemed Anna was no longer concerned with the two of them.

Or rather, it seemed as if the only thing that mattered was inside this door.

"Yeah. I'm not scared, but it feels strange."

"Strange?"

"Yeah."

Anna's expression as she continued to absentmindedly touch the door was somehow strange. It was concerning that her eyes were vacant, as if she were intoxicated by something.

"Anna, do you feel sick?"

Anna smiled at Ritz, who had leaned in to look at her face with concern. Even Ritz seemed to have noticed the faint, forced smile. Something was definitely wrong.

"You're not feeling well, are you?"

"…Is it called not feeling well… I don't know."

At her uncharacteristically weak voice, he fell silent, not knowing what to do. Ritz naturally placed a hand on Anna's forehead. He seemed to be checking for a fever. If she was unwell, staying in a place like this would only make it worse.

"Anna, should we go back to the palace?"

Anna shook her head at Ritz's worried suggestion.

"I'm fine. I'll probably be okay once we go inside."

But they were staying here tonight. They couldn't say for sure that she would be alright.

"It's cold here. It might be better to come back tomorrow…"

Franz also tried to persuade her, but Anna shook her head firmly.

"I'm fine."

Anna's resolve seemed firm. Once she made up her mind, she would definitely see it through. That was Anna's personality, so it couldn't be helped. When he looked back at Ritz, Ritz scratched his head and said to Anna.

"Let's go inside for now and take a short break. Is that okay, Anna?"

If she still wasn't well after resting, he would forcibly make them leave for the day. That was written all over Ritz's face. But Anna didn't notice the expression that was so obvious even to Franz.

"Yeah. It's warmer inside, after all."

Once that was decided, their top priority was to get inside. Even for Franz, being in a creepy mansion was no reason to hesitate.

Though he was concerned about her saying she heard a woman's voice, his companion's poor health was the top priority. Ritz took out the key made of the same material as the front door from the key ring he had earlier.

"Alright, this is the one."

When Ritz inserted the key into the keyhole without any hesitation, the door opened smoothly without any resistance. This time, it didn't even make a sound.

"It's like we're being welcomed, isn't it?"

"Stop it!"

Franz protested with all his might against Ritz, who was saying creepy things even at a time like this, but as usual, he was brushed off with a grin.

When the three of them were inside, the door slowly closed by itself. It was as if an unseen hand had quietly closed the door.

"…Haha, I wonder if there's a doorman?"

The next joke Ritz made was, under the circumstances, rather lame. Hiding his fear, Franz decided to reply sarcastically.

"An invisible doorman, I suppose."

Peering into the dimly lit mansion, he could see that it was an entrance hall in the shape of a corridor.

The three of them proceeded down the corridor for the time being and opened the door immediately to their left. It was dark, likely because the old-fashioned curtains were blocking the light from outside.

"It'll be bright if we open the curtains."

Ritz entered the room a step ahead and reached for the curtains. It was a large, bay window, so opening the curtains was a bit of a struggle, but he pulled them open all at once with force. Dust scattered and the curtain rings made an unpleasant sound.

"What a terrible amount of dust…"

Muttering to himself, Ritz also opened the window and started beating around with the blanket he was holding. He was probably trying to get rid of as much dust as possible.

The room still had a somewhat gloomy feel, but with the outside light coming in, it was much better. It seemed like it would finally become a space where they could rest.

"This looks like a drawing-room."

Urging on the slowly advancing Anna, Franz muttered as he looked around the room. Now that it was brighter, he could finally see what was inside.

"Looks like it. Let's tidy it up a bit and use it."

"Got it."

Most of the furniture in the room was covered with cloth, but the magnificent mantelpiece by the wall was exposed, covered in dust.

The cloth-covered object in the center of the room was probably a drawing-room set.

Ritz and Franz first removed the cloth from what looked like the drawing-room set in the center. As expected, what emerged was a set of low, cloth-upholstered wooden chairs and a table.

"Anna, just sit here for now."

"Yeah."

With a vacant expression, Anna sat down in a chair.

"Are you cold?"

Ritz asked gently, and Anna gave a small nod.

"I'm fine."

After most of the dust had settled, Ritz closed the window. There was no point in entering the mansion if the room got too cold.

"Well then, Franz, shall we go?"

"Eh?"

At Ritz's abrupt words, Franz asked back quizzically.

"Go where?"

Ritz replied to the stupid question with a look of exasperation.

"I mean, let's have a look around the mansion ourselves. There's no point in the two of us just sitting here with Anna, right?"

That was true. But Franz was hesitant to leave Anna alone in this room.

"It's not that huge of a mansion. We can come right away if something happens."

"…You think so?"

It was Anna herself who pushed the still-hesitant Franz.

"I'll be fine. I'll shout if anything happens, so go on."

"But…"

"I have Sara-chan with me, too. I'm not alone."

"*Sara*, *kii*!"

Whether it knew or not, Sara in the lamp also replied. Being told that by the person herself, he had no choice but to go.

Franz sighed lightly and shrugged. It was indeed a waste of time to just sit here blankly watching Anna. Ritz laughed and patted Franz's shoulder.

"I want to get this fireplace working, too."

That was true. To light a fire in this long-unused fireplace, they would have to go up on the roof and remove the chimney cap. Without a fireplace, even one night would be tough in this season.

"…Alright."

Urging on Franz, who had finally decided to leave the room, Ritz waved to Anna.

"We'll be going then. Shout if anything happens."

"Okay. Be careful."

Seen off by Anna's uncharacteristically quiet voice, Ritz and Franz left the drawing-room. After closing the door, they exchanged a look.

"Anna's acting strange, isn't she?"

"She is."

From their recent exchange, he had gotten the impression that Anna wasn't so much feeling unwell as she was distracted by something else.

"Let's have a quick look around and come back to the drawing-room."

There was no objection to Ritz's reasonable proposal. Franz shook his head as if to shake off the persistent feeling of unease and the bad premonition that had been clinging to him.

IV

After seeing Ritz and the others off, Anna collapsed into her chair. She had been trying not to worry them, but the thread of her tension had snapped.

Ritz and Franz didn't know that Anna's smile was a forced one. Because they couldn't hear that woman's voice.

In Anna's ears, the woman's voice had returned.

A faint, yet firm and determined voice…

*'Come now, here. I am here… Come.'*

Hearing that voice, for some reason, Anna felt a sense of urgency. In her mind, the woman's voice was calling her, and that voice was controlling her… that's what it felt like.

For some reason, the more this voice controlled her, the less she felt like telling Ritz and the others about it.

She knew she had to tell them, to have them listen, but for some reason, her body wouldn't do as she wished.

In her mind, she was screaming, *'Ritz, something's strange! Franz, don't you notice?'*

But none of it came out. It was a strange sensation, as if she were becoming someone else. Her tongue felt frozen, and only those words refused to come out of her mouth. Instead, other things came out.

Anna, while feeling a strange sensation about herself, was absentmindedly looking around the room.

She didn't know why, but something in her mind was telling her, *'Not here…'*.

All the while, the unknown woman's voice continued, repeating, *'Come here.'*

Her head was heavy and she was sleepy. To feel sleepy in a situation like this was strange compared to her usual self.

Although she was aware of this, she couldn't stay fully awake, and her consciousness was slowly drifting away.

"Ann-*kii*!"

Sara was desperately trying to say something to Anna, but she couldn't even listen to that. It felt as if something was slowly, stealthily crawling up from her feet, trying to drag her into a bottomless swamp.

"Sara-chan, I'm going to sleep for a bit. Will you wake me if something happens?"

Would she feel better if she slept for a little while? Anna closed her heavy eyelids.

It really was a little easier. She could just shout if something happened, so she decided to sleep for just a little while… Anna drifted in and out of the space between wakefulness and sleep.

It felt like she might really fall into a deep sleep… Just as she thought that, something inside Anna urged her to wake up. Something inside her was desperately pleading that something terrible would happen if she didn't.

The part of her that wanted to sleep and the part that wanted to wake up clashed and fought fiercely. Anna's instincts were surely warning her of some danger.

The struggle finally subsided, and Anna decided to wake up. But she was still sleepy.

"Ann-*kii*, Ann-*kii*!"

Sara, noticing that Anna was trying to wake up, was making a racket to help her awaken.

"Ann-*kii*!"

Thanks to that, she managed to shake off the drowsiness and open her eyes, only to see a woman standing there. A woman she had never seen before.

"Eh? Who are you?"

Peeling her heavy body from the chair, Anna finally sat up and turned to face the woman.

From her appearance, she seemed to be a maid, but it was strange for her to be in a place like this.

…Because this had been an empty house for a long time.

"Who are you?"

Anna asked again. The woman silently, smoothly approached Anna. Come to think of it, did she hear the door open when this woman entered the room?

*'We finally meet, Anna.'*

She recognized that voice. It was the same woman's voice she had been hearing since before she entered this house.

Something cold slithered up her back. But Anna couldn't help but ask.

"How do you know who I am?"

At that question, the woman gave a small laugh and replied.

*'Because your companions were calling you that.'*

"But this is the first time I've met you. Where were you listening from?"

*'Inside this house, the garden, around this house… I can hear everything.'*

The feeling of being manipulated by something that she had felt since entering this house had vanished, and Anna was completely back to being Anna. That was probably because the purpose of that voice was to meet her directly like this.

Now, that purpose was fulfilled.

In her fully awakened mind, she finally began to understand what the woman of this voice was.

"…Are you a ghost? The ghost of this house that cries at night?"

At Anna's words, which were uttered as if for confirmation, the woman smiled brightly.

*'I am a ghost… I suppose.'*

"What do you mean, 'I suppose'?"

*'Because I can't leave this house… I want to leave, but I can't…'*

Again, the woman silently approached Anna. At the same time, a creeping chill began to drift over her. A numbness gradually spread from the tips of her toes.

It wasn't the cold of a blizzard. It was a clinging cold, like being thrown into ice water. It tingled as it climbed up from her toes.

At this rate, she might die.

*'Hey, won't you give me your body?'*

"! You're kidding, right?"

*'It's true. Give me your body.'*

"Even if you say 'give me'…"

Overcome with a sense of crisis, Anna tried to stand up, but for some reason, she couldn't get to her feet.

If she couldn't move, she had no choice but to call for help. Just as Ritz and the others had reminded her when they left, she just needed to shout… Remembering this, Anna shouted.

"I'll never give you my body!"

No, she had intended to shout, but what actually came out of her mouth was a small, dry voice due to the cold.

…This was a major crisis. After thinking that as if it were someone else's problem, she truly turned pale.

"Ann-*kii*!"

Sara, noticing the abnormality, began to scream, but unfortunately, Sara was trapped in the lamp and was powerless. Sara thrashed about, but the sturdy glass lamp wouldn't break from that kind of impact.

"No, stay away!"

With her immobile body, Anna desperately leaned back. The chair creaked with a *gii* sound. If she could just get onto the floor, she might be able to crawl away, so she pressed her body against the backrest again.

But unfortunately, the chair didn't tip over.

But she didn't want to give up. She tried her best to resist, but the only part of her she could move was her neck. Anna stared intently into the woman's eyes. She felt that if she didn't, she would lose.

It was then that she noticed for the first time. The woman's eyes as she looked at Anna were somewhat lonely.

The moment she saw that, Anna's good-naturedness began to rear its head. There must be a reason for doing something like this. There were no truly bad people in this world, after all.

"Why me?"

At Anna's sudden change of tone, the woman answered with a slight hint of confusion.

*'Because your name is… Anna.'*

"Eh?"

Not understanding, Anna asked again. What did her name have to do with anything?

*'I was so happy, Anna. That you came.'*

"Why?"

The cold that enveloped her entire body hindered Anna's movements. Not just her feet. Her hands and body wouldn't move either. When she realized it, the woman was right in front of her.

A hand as cold as ice caressed Anna's cheek. It was just like ice.

*'My name is Annie, Anna Hall.'*

"? The same name?"

She couldn't recognize her own voice in her ears. It seemed her voice wasn't coming out anymore. At this rate, something terrible was going to happen, though she didn't know what.

Anna desperately struggled to move her body. The more she struggled, the colder and stiffer her body became. It was as if it wasn't her own. But this was no time to just sit and wait for something to be done to her.

This was terrible. Her body was really going to be taken over. At this point, she resented her own good nature, but it couldn't be helped. That was who she was.

*'That's right, we're both Anna. That's why I was waiting for you.'*

"Waiting…?"

As she forced out the words, her eyes momentarily caught sight of Sara's lamp. If she could knock that to the floor, she could alert Ritz and the others.

If she did that…

But Anna's hand couldn't reach the lamp. Her arm wouldn't lift anymore. In the end, with just a slight movement of her fingertips, Anna's willpower was exhausted.

"Ann-*kii*!"

Sara's pained (?) cry sounded somewhat distant. It wasn't that she was sleepy. It was more like her consciousness was being locked away somewhere.

Her struggling heart was in vain, and Anna's body slowly began to tilt.

"This can't be happening…"

As she murmured and fell, the voice of the ghost… Anna Hall, reached Anna's ears.

*'A body of someone with the same name is easy to possess and hard to be driven out of. That's why I wanted your body.'*

In her fading consciousness, Anna thought, *'If you had just told me your reason, I would have helped you.'*
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			—Anna, who had collapsed in the chair, slowly stood up after a while. Sara cried out, thinking Anna had been saved, but the standing Anna didn't even glance at Sara, instead staring at her own palms.

"I did it, a body. I've gotten a body."

It was certainly Anna's voice, but it was not Anna. The one inside Anna's body was undoubtedly Anna Hall.

"…Oh, Evans-sama! Your Annie is here!"

With a feverish expression, Anna Hall, who had borrowed Anna's body—affectionately known as Annie—exited the room as if dancing, light and unsteady on her feet.

Left behind in the drawing-room, Sara continued to thrash about desperately inside the lamp. She had to somehow get near Anna, or Franz and Ritz.

Even Sara, who wasn't the sharpest tool in the shed, could tell this was a major crisis.

"*Kiiiiiiiiiiii*
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"It was about forty years ago that Annie and I lived in this mansion."

The man, who should have still been in his sixties but was aged beyond his years with white hair, began to speak. He was clad in the vestments of a priest—specifically, those of a Light Priest, a wielder of the light spirit magic capable of exorcising ghosts.

Franz stared intently at the man.

After leaving the mansion to search for Evans Clayton, Kenny had found him surprisingly quickly. The name Evans Clayton, he said, had been recorded among the priests of the Main Temple of Light in the Royal Capital Sears.

When Kenny went to meet him, half-doubting, it had turned out to be the very man he was looking for.

Upon hearing about the events taking place at the mansion and that a young girl had gone missing in connection with them, Evans had requested to accompany Kenny back to the residence. And so, here he was, recounting the past.

"At the time, our family of three lived in this house, along with a butler, a cook, and several maids. Annie was one of them. Her real name is Anna Hall."

"Anna Hall… Same name as our Anna," Ritz murmured. Franz nodded in agreement. Could there be some significance in the fact that their names were the same?

Evans glanced at Ritz and Franz, silently asking for permission to continue. When Ritz gave a silent nod, Evans cleared his throat softly and went on.

"Annie was from the slums of this city, but she was an incredibly honest, cheerful, and capable woman."

Evans’s eyes seemed to drift, as if looking at something far away. Was he reminiscing about those days? His gaze, so full of nostalgia yet tinged with pain, left everyone unable to speak.

After a brief pause, he continued.

"Back then, I was poor at socializing and rarely went out, preferring to spend my time at home. And Annie’s main duty was to look after my personal needs. She was the only woman who would speak to me so warmly, with a smile. And so, I…"

Pressing a hand to his forehead, Evans grimaced. The regret and anguish of that time were palpable in his expression.

"I fell in love with her."

As Evans fell silent, Ritz spoke up in his place.

"…I see. I’d figured out that much, more or less."

Even Franz had noticed it. It was obvious from the dreamy way the woman who had possessed Anna’s body had spoken Evans’s name, and from how she’d flown into a rage, convinced they were being torn apart.

But what was unclear was what came next.

When he had discussed the matter with Ritz after a short nap, Ritz had said that Evans was probably dead. That’s why his ghost was here. Franz had had no objection to that theory.

But he was alive. Their prediction had been proven wrong, and for the better.

If that was the case, though, then who was the voice that Annie believed to be Evans? Was *that* the head ghost… no, ghosts didn’t have leaders and followers.

His head was just spinning. The key to this incident was probably hidden in that day from the rumors, the day ‘a maid suddenly disappeared’.

"Why did Annie vanish from this house? And why did you leave?"

Ritz’s tone was somewhat accusatory as he questioned Evans.

"It’s a foolish story. Will you hear it?"

"…Let’s hear it."

Evans was silent for a moment before he began to speak, bit by bit.

Evans’s feelings eventually reached Annie, and the two began to nurture their love in secret.

Forty years ago was before the civil war. It was an era when the aristocracy in Yuresla still held power, wielding their privilege over the common folk.

Even in this day and age, a noble and someone from the slums would be an unsuitable match; back then, it would have been a relationship that was absolutely forbidden. The two of them should have been well aware that their love was an impossible dream.

One day, their secret love was discovered by Evans’s parents. The scion of an earl’s family and a woman from the slums. Enraged by the forbidden relationship, his parents flew into a furious rage and ordered Evans to break it off.

But Evans, refusing to follow his conscience, confronted them head-on. From that day forward, quarrels became a daily occurrence in the Clayton household.

Amidst those turbulent days, Evans finally resolved to leave home, taking Annie with him.

However, his parents found out about his decision once again. It was simple. He had been betrayed by the servants he trusted.

Perhaps in that era, it couldn’t be helped. It was a time when a servant who betrayed their master could be killed without question. Thus, Evans could not blame them.

Now that his plan was exposed, Evans tried to leave the house as quickly as possible, but he discovered that his room had been locked from the outside. No matter how much he raged or shouted, there was nothing he could do.

It was then that he heard Annie’s scream.

He opened the window and looked down into the garden. Annie was there, being chased by several men. Evans screamed desperately, but he didn’t know if his voice reached her.

Eventually, she and the men disappeared from his sight, and silence returned to the garden.

After that, a particularly high-pitched scream rang out, followed by the sound of men shouting angrily at each other. Something had definitely happened. Then he saw the men running out from the back garden in a panic.

He desperately climbed out the window and ran in the direction Annie had vanished. He didn't even remember how he got down.

It was a beautiful moonlit night.

The round moon was reflected in the small pond behind the house, and the garden, illuminated by two moons, was surprisingly bright.

What he saw then was the figure of Annie, standing motionless, bathed in the moonlight.

He called her name, but she didn’t move an inch. As he slowly approached, he finally noticed her bizarre state.

Annie’s wide-open eyes were as empty as glass. Her bright, lively eyes that used to dance with joy now reflected only the moonlight.

Evans stared, stunned.

A broken tree branch was thrust through the center of her chest, impaling her. The blood flowing out had formed a pool at her feet.

Evans suddenly recalled that the tree had been split in two by lightning a few days prior and had been left there, untouched.

After that, Evans took an astonishing course of action. Without taking his beloved Annie down from the branch that impaled her, he fled.

He had abandoned his beloved’s corpse in that gruesome state.

That was the very seed of his unending regret.

"I ran. I saw Annie like that, and I was terrified, and I ran away. I am a foolish and cowardly man…"

Having finished his story, Evans covered his face. He must have lived with that regret for many long years. It had completely worn him out.

"Why did you become a priest of the Light Spirit King?"

"I wanted to pray for Annie. But it took me many years of wandering this country before I could even think of doing so. Whenever I closed my eyes, that scene would return, and something inside me would torment me. *You ran away, didn’t you*…"

"…"

Everyone was at a loss for words. They had no idea what to say. After that, Evans had lost his father, his mother, and his home to return to.

Even now, as a priest, he still had not found peace of mind.

"But after hearing your story, I have finally made my decision. I will apologize to Annie directly. And I will get back the girl she has possessed with my own hands."

Ritz and Kenny exchanged glances. So that was why Evans had willingly come to this mansion. He was now trying to do what he couldn't forty years ago.

Franz felt a deep sympathy for Evans in his heart. If he had been in Evans’s position, what could he have done in front of his lover’s gruesome corpse?

Overwhelmed by shock, fear, and confusion, he might have run away just the same. He wasn’t confident that he wouldn’t.

What about Ritz…?

"…Alright. But Anna is our friend. We’re going to be there too, is that okay?"

Evans nodded at Ritz’s reasonable proposal. He probably wanted to speak with her alone, but under the circumstances, it couldn’t be helped.

"And one more thing… there’s someone behind Annie."

"What did you say?"

"He’s probably telling Annie that he’s ‘Evans’. And Annie believes him."

"…Impossible… when I am right here…"

As Evans stood there, dumbfounded, Franz, the other witness, gave a nod.

"There was definitely someone else. I was taken down by him."

That’s right. Ritz had been hit by a shockwave from that being, and Franz had had his power drained by that lukewarm wind. Something was definitely there.

"Draining power…?"

It seemed Evans had an idea about that.

"It might be a dark spirit."

"A dark spirit?"

As a spirit user, Franz was quick to pick up on those words and react. He had fought a dark spirit user before, but he had never seen a dark spirit itself.

"I see, that’s a possibility…" Ritz murmured as well.

"I will return to the temple once to prepare. Is that acceptable?"

"Yeah."

Ritz answered curtly. There was no mistaking the words of a professional spirit user. The spirit user they had on their side was, after all, a mere amateur.

"Then I shall see you at dusk."

Evans left the room, staggering slightly. There was something pitiful about his retreating figure, so full of anguish.

Will he be able to erase forty years of regret by saving Anna?

As Franz vaguely watched the door Evans had exited, he noticed Kenny handing something to Ritz. It looked like a lunch box.

"Please have this. You can warm it by lighting a fire in the hearth. I will also return at dusk."

"Thanks."

"Not at all. Please get some rest."

After the two were alone, Ritz opened the basket of food and let out a heavy sigh.

"What is it?"

Ritz gave a wry smile when asked.

"It looks delicious, but… something’s missing…"

"…The portion size?"

Not understanding, Franz asked again. Ritz gave a weary smile.

"I just can’t help but think how happy Anna would be if she were here."

As he said this, Ritz took the food out of the basket and placed it by the hearth.

"Yeah, you’re right."

"Should we just eat a little and save the rest for her?"

There was no immediate prospect of rescuing her, so it was strange for Ritz to say such a thing, but Franz agreed with the idea.

"Yeah."

Eating in silence, Franz stole a glance at Ritz’s face. It was then that he first noticed the dark circles under Ritz’s eyes.

During their earlier nap, Ritz had woken up before Franz and had been staring into the hearth with a grave expression. Had he really not slept at all?

Thinking that, he felt like he could somehow understand Ritz's harsh words to Kenny.

Anna was probably becoming a presence that Ritz took for granted. The same was true for Franz. Without Anna, it was quiet, but somehow too quiet, and it felt like something was missing.

Besides, while Franz hadn’t touched Anna directly, Ritz had. And he had confirmed how cold her body had become. He might be more panicked on the inside than Franz was.

"Ritz."

"Hm?"

"…Never mind…"

"?"

But even if he understood, Franz couldn’t bring himself to tell Ritz and apologize.

"Do you think Anna will come back safely?"

"She’ll be fine. It’s Anna, you know? That girl’s got luck on her side. She’ll be fine."

Ritz muttered the words as if to convince himself. He ate in silence, gazing out the window. Franz followed his gaze and looked outside as well.

As if nothing was wrong, the bright afternoon sunlight flooded the world outside.

"Anyway, we should probably calm down a bit, too."

"Yeah."

There was still some time until dusk. It seemed the two of them would have plenty of time to fill their stomachs and collect themselves.

VII

At dusk, the group of five—Ritz, Franz, Kenny, Gordon, and Evans—finally began their move to rescue Anna.

From what Ritz and the others had investigated the previous night, they knew that Annie and the false Evans were not inside the mansion. That left the detached building that had been built for the servants.

With Ritz in the lead, they stepped out of the back door. A cold wind brushed against Franz’s cheek. It was as if he’d been touched by the dead, and a shiver ran down his spine.

He wanted to save Anna, but he didn’t want to get involved with anything scary. To be honest, he wanted to leave it all to them and go to sleep with the covers pulled over his head.

But even so, his desire to save her won out.

This was the back garden. According to Evans’s story, this was the scene of the tragedy. The pond where the moon was said to have been reflected also existed, though it was now dirty.

However, the tree she had been impaled on was apparently gone, cut down by someone. Inwardly, he was relieved it wasn’t there. If it had been, he would have imagined terrible things again and been unable to move.

"O Light Spirit King, who governs shining hope and pride…"

Evans knelt down at the spot where the tree had apparently been and recited a short prayer. He had to meet Annie in person quickly, to tell her that he was alive and that the one with her was an imposter.

That, Franz thought, would probably be an incredibly painful thing to do.

"This must be it."

The detached building was considerably smaller than the mansion, and due to lack of maintenance, it had fallen into disrepair over the last forty years.

"Yes. This is the servants’ annex."

"Do you know which key it is?"

Ritz held out the ring of keys in front of Evans. If he knew, there would be no need to try several keys. As expected, Evans knew the key to the annex.

"This one."

The key he pointed to was somewhat smaller and more worn than the ones for the mansion. Ritz casually inserted the key into the lock.

"Alright, I’m opening it."

"Right."

Franz, Kenny, and Gordon braced themselves for whatever might come out. It was useless to prepare against a spirit, but it was better than doing nothing.

Evans, too, readied his holy staff, holding it out in front of him. He was the only one who had a means to fight back.

Ritz threw the door wide open without hesitation. The four of them rushed in at once.

The old shack contained nothing but stacked old furniture, a dusty floor, and cobwebs spun everywhere.

The only things that moved when the door opened were small insects; nothing else happened.

"…"

"…?"

"I don’t sense anything."

"It would seem so."

Apparently, this wasn’t the place. In that case, where could it be? He thought this was the only suspicious place mentioned in the story.

Looking at Ritz next to him, it seemed Ritz had the same idea and was perplexed.

"This is strange…" Ritz muttered, crossing his arms. Franz tried to recall the floor plan again. There was only the mansion and this annex; there were no other buildings. If they were on these grounds, this had to be the place.

At this point, their only hope was Evans, the former resident.

"Evans-san, is there anywhere else?"

Kenny, looking around the annex at a loss, asked Evans.

"Anywhere else…"

The other three waited in silence as Evans pondered. But he didn’t seem to be coming up with anything. Ritz, looking somewhat bored, began to play with the key ring in his hands.

The heavy clatter of the keys was the only sound that echoed. The jarring metallic noise in the silence was incredibly grating. Especially when he was already on edge.

"Ritz, that’s noisy."

Unable to stand it any longer, Franz reached out to snatch the key ring from Ritz’s hand to stop the noise.

"Whoa."

Caught off guard, Ritz fumbled the key ring. It fell to the floor with a loud clang.

"Ah, jeez. Don’t just grab at it like that."

"It’s because you were being so loud."

As they bickered in low voices, Evans seemed to notice something and let out a small cry.

"Could it be!"

"…?"

Evans’s gaze was fixed on Ritz’s hand as he picked up the keys.

"Could you let me see the key ring?"

"Oh, sure."

Evans took the key ring and compared the three large keys. Come to think of it, he seemed to remember Kenny saying something when he gave Ritz the keys.

One was for the gate, another for the front door, and the last one was unknown…

Large keys were usually for large doors facing the outside. Having lived in a large mansion, Franz knew this.

In that case, didn’t that mean there was another door facing the outside, or this garden?

"This key was probably made after I left. I don’t recognize it."

"So, after Annie was killed…"

One servant disappeared, and then the heir… not much time had passed before the residents of this house were gone.

Then it might be related to Annie’s case. When he voiced his thoughts, Evans nodded.

"I thought so as well. In that case, there must be another door in this garden that requires this key…"

"Then it looks like we have no choice but to search."

They began to search, limiting their scope to the back garden. If it were a building, it should have been easy to find, but they couldn't seem to find anything. Could such a thing be possible?

After a short search, it was Kenny, a professional in investigation and searches, who discovered a staircase leading underground.

"I found stairs!"

"Underground!"

The discovered staircase was dark and steep. The carelessly laid bricks told a story of a hastily constructed basement. This was most likely the place.

The stairs leading to the basement had decayed over the long years. They had probably remained unseen by anyone since the day they were built.

"Let’s go down."

"Yeah."

With Ritz leading the way holding Sara-chan’s lamp, they descended the stairs. At the bottom was a sturdy-looking door. Without hesitation, Ritz inserted the last of the large keys. The key turned without any resistance.

This was definitely the place.

When he pushed open the sturdy iron door, a smell of dust and damp mold flowed out. It smelled like it had been left untouched for a very long time.

The lamp Ritz was holding wasn't bright enough, so Kenny lit his own as well. That made it much brighter.

"Anna!"

The sight of Anna, still in her maid uniform and lying on the floor, jumped into Franz’s eyes. Thinking she was dead, he panicked and rushed toward her, but tripped on something wrapped in a cloth.

"…What is this?"

As he tripped, the cloth was dislodged, and its contents spilled out.

"Franz, don’t touch it!"

Ritz’s sharp voice stopped his hand just as he was about to pull back the cloth.

"What?"

When he asked, Ritz quietly informed Franz.

"That’s probably a corpse."

"!"

He instinctively pulled his hand back and staggered away. A corpse…? Why was something like that here?

His mind went blank. It wasn't that he'd never seen a corpse before, but a corpse in this situation was so unexpected he couldn't process it.

As Franz backed away, Kenny took his place, kneeling beside the cloth and slightly opening a corner. Inside was, just as Ritz had predicted, a skeletonized corpse.

He caught a glimpse of a thin, shriveled arm protruding from the hem of the clothes and was overcome with a wave of nausea. Noticing this, Kenny quickly covered the body again with the blanket.

"Your Excellency, if Evans-san’s story is correct, this would be the body of Anna Hall."

"Probably…"

While the two conversed calmly, Franz shivered beside them. He couldn’t remain composed. The skeleton was still clad in clothes. Its hair was spread out on the floor.

The sight was so surreal it made his skin crawl, and at the same time, the thought that this woman was inside Anna was unbearably terrifying.

From beside Franz, someone unsteadily approached the body. It was Evans. He walked toward the corpse, trembling.

It wasn't that he was terrified like Franz. The body of the woman he loved, the one he had abandoned and fled from, was right there. How could he remain calm? The sight was too painful, and Franz averted his eyes.

"Annie… Annie…"

At the sound of him lovingly calling his lover’s name, Franz cautiously shifted his gaze back to Evans. Evans had finally reached the body and knelt beside it.

"To be locked away in a place like this… you poor thing… forgive me…"

No one could say anything to Evans as he covered his face and groaned… or rather, they shouldn’t have been able to, but there was one person who answered his words.

"What are you talking about?"

"…Anna! No, is that you, Annie?"

Anna’s body, which had appeared to be asleep on the floor, slowly sat up. Her gaze was fixed on Evans, who was clinging to Annie’s corpse.

"Who are you?"

"…"

As Evans was momentarily unable to respond, Annie shoved him. Staggering, Evans stared at Annie in a daze.

"Don’t touch my Evans-sama!"

"…Annie, what are you saying…"

Annie walked over to her own corpse, which was wrapped in the blanket.

"Get out of here! Don’t tear Evans-sama and me apart!"

Evans could only stare silently at the screaming Annie. It seemed Annie believed this corpse was Evans.

"Hold on, just listen to what we have to say."

Ritz tried to speak to Annie, hoping to make her understand the truth. But, apparently remembering when he had caught her in the kitchen, Annie glared at him.

"No. You’re a thug hired by Master, aren’t you? I won’t fall for the same trick again."

"A th-thug…"

To be fair, Ritz, covered in dust and looking penniless, couldn’t be blamed for being seen that way. Ritz shrugged his shoulders, at a loss for words.

"I’ll leave it to you, Evans. She probably won’t listen to us."

"…Understood."

Evans knelt before Annie, who was desperately trying to protect the corpse. At this sudden action, Annie looked up, bewildered.

"Annie… it’s me, Evans."

"…Huh?"

"…I’m truly sorry… I’m so sorry for leaving you and running away."

"You’re lying… what are you saying? Because Evans-sama is right here…"

Evans took the hand of the frightened, retreating Annie. He pulled her hand close and held it tightly in both of his.

"Look closely. I may have aged considerably, but can’t you recognize my face?"

"…"

Annie squeezed her eyes shut as if in refusal and desperately tried to pull away from Evans’s grasp, but she gradually lost strength and became still.

"Annie, look closely."

Evans placed his hands firmly on Annie’s shoulders and spoke to her.

Her tightly shut eyes began to open, little by little, as if in fear. Her gaze turned directly to the man in front of her.

What her eyes saw was the face of an old man in priest’s robes. His hair was pure white, and deep wrinkles, carved by a lifetime of anguish, were etched into his face.

Even from a distance, they could see Annie's tense face gradually soften. Annie’s hand caressed Evans’s wrinkled cheek.

"Evans-sama… is it you?"

"Yes, it’s me, Annie."

But Annie, as if she couldn’t quite believe it, looked at the corpse she had been protecting.

"But, this is Evans-sama’s body… Evans-sama said so…"

"I left this mansion the night you were killed and haven’t been back since. I am alive. That is your… corpse."

Annie slowly shook her head. She was confused by what she was being told, unable to believe it.

"Lies… but Evans-sama has always been near me, talking to me."

"That wasn’t me. I am right here."

"No!!"

Evans glanced at the corpse. He must have realized that the only way was to show her directly. Franz understood that it was for the best, but he was unbearably scared.

"I’m sorry, but could you please remove the cloth from that body?"

His words were directed at Ritz and Kenny. With a silent nod, Ritz and Kenny quietly removed the cloth that had been covering the body.

"Ugh…"

Seeing the corpse, Franz let out a groan and turned away. He still couldn't bear to look at it directly, nor did he have the courage to stare.

Although the corpse was skeletonized, it was still wearing a maid’s uniform, and on its chest lay the pointed piece of wood that had clearly impaled it. A large bloodstain was visible on its chest.

"…Is that me?"

"Yes, it is."

"It’s my body, isn’t it? It’s not Evans-sama’s?"

"Yes, that’s right."

Annie stared intently at her own corpse. She clutched her head as if trying to remember something. She must be recalling the events of that night.

The four of them waited in silence for a long time. She needed time to understand. They couldn't rush her. If she remembered the reason for her death, it would become clear that this body was her own.

"I was being chased by thugs hired by Master…"

Annie muttered softly.

"…Yes."

"I was all alone. No one helped me."

Remembering that time, Annie began to tremble, hugging herself. The memories were coming back.

"…When I was cornered and tripped, a broken branch pierced my chest."

The image of the impaled Annie must have surfaced in Evans’s mind as well, for he closed his eyes in pain and shook his head.

Annie collapsed, quietly sitting beside the corpse.

"There’s no mistake. This is me. For some reason, I’ve always believed this was Evans-sama."

Muttering, Annie slowly turned and looked back at Evans. She slowly raised both hands and touched his cheeks.

"Evans-sama, you’re alive? Is that really you?"

"Yes, it’s me, Annie."

"Thank goodness…"

Large tears spilled from Annie’s eyes as if she could no longer hold them back. She lovingly cupped Evans’s cheeks in both hands, caressing them as if to feel his warmth.

"…You were alive, Evans-sama."

"Annie."

"As long as you were alive, that’s all that mattered. As long as you were safe…"

Unable to say anything, Evans also shed tears.

"That night, I saw your body, and I was so scared I ran away. Why did I leave you and run… I’m a coward."

"It’s alright. Please don’t worry about it. I thought you had been killed too… that you had been killed because of me. That’s what made me so sad."

"…"

"But you were alive."

"Annie."

It seemed the fact that he had left her and run away was not an issue for Annie.

"If we couldn’t run away together, I wanted you, at least, to be free. I just wanted you to live freely. That was my only wish."

That was why she didn’t mind that he had abandoned her corpse and fled, Annie said.

*What an incredible self-sacrifice,* Franz thought.

"Evans-sama…"

Finally, the two were reunited.

"Annie, I’m so sorry."

Franz glanced at the corpse once more. It was scary and unsettling, but now that he knew the circumstances, it was more bearable.

Besides, he felt it would be unfair to Annie to feel scared.

Until now, he had thought of the incomprehensible existence of ghosts as nothing but terrifying, but for the first time, he learned that if there was a reason and he could understand it, the fear was considerably lessened.

But the problem started from here. They had to find out the identity of that mysterious voice.

"Evans, sorry, but save the heartfelt reunion for later. I’m worried about that fake voice."

"Ah, you’re right."

Ritz said apologetically. Franz also felt it was a pity to interrupt the two of them, but there was something that took priority. If they didn’t resolve it, there would be no true resolution.

Now that Annie was back to her senses, there was no need to worry about Anna. She would be released soon. Ritz faced Annie once more.
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			"I’m Ritz Alster. Anna’s adoptive parent entrusted her to my care. I’m not a thug, so don’t worry."

"Yes."

In stark contrast to last night, Annie answered obediently.

"The voice that told you that corpse was Evans, the one that was always near you—where did it come from?"

"From here. I can hear it when I’m in this room."

"This room?"

"Yes."

Which meant their entire conversation was being overheard.

"Where the hell is it?"

At Ritz’s words, Franz also scanned the room. All he could see was the furniture.

A small chest, an old chair and desk, and besides that, only a corpse—it was a bleak room. All of Annie’s belongings from her life were probably stored here.

From that, one fact became clear. The only ones who could have built a basement here and hidden all of Annie’s belongings were Evans’s parents. They had covered up Annie’s death.

And shortly after, they had died one after the other. But no matter how much Annie may have resented them, she shouldn't have had the power to curse them to death. However, the owner of that voice could. That voice had, in fact, caused Franz to lose consciousness and had drained Ritz’s power.

"…It’s gotten kind of cold…" Ritz muttered. Franz turned toward him and saw a black substance slowly seeping out from behind Ritz. It was like a cloud, a black mist, or smoke….

"Ritz, behind you."

"Behind me? There’s nothing there."

Something Franz could see that Ritz couldn’t… there was only one possibility: a spirit.

"Evans-san, can you see it?"

Franz sought confirmation from the other spirit magic user present. Evans nodded silently.

He took a shining, transparent glass bottle from within his robes and, while chanting a prayer, sprinkled its contents on Ritz, Franz, and Kenny.

"It’s holy water. This will prevent your life force from being drained in an instant."

Tense, everyone stared at the corner of the room. Ritz couldn’t see anything at all, but he could hear a low, growling voice.

The malevolent presence grew stronger and stronger. This was nothing like yesterday. Even Ritz, who couldn’t see it, could feel the presence and was trembling.

*Damn you… How dare you tell that woman the truth…*

"Evans-san."

"Right."

Evans readied his holy staff. He began to chant a long prayer. All the while, the black mist continued to spread.

*That woman was a fine servant… Do not interfere…*

Eventually, the evil being revealed its form. Floating within the black mist was a figure composed of several fused, severed heads….

This was a Ghost, formed from multiple souls absorbed by a dark spirit.

Even if they couldn't see the black mist of the spirit, Ritz and Kenny could see the Ghost. The Ghost's many eyes all turned to face Annie at once.

*Come back… and become one with us…*

"No!"

Annie hid behind Evans. To think she had been made to believe this eerie thing was Evans all this time—it was beyond pitiful, it was tragic.

"Creepy."

Ritz muttered as he backed away. He was well aware that a sword was useless against spirits and ghosts. There was nothing Ritz could do. The only one here who could do anything about this was Evans.

As the spell was completed, the jewel embedded in his holy staff began to shine brighter.

"All of you, stand back. Leave this to me."

"Is there anything I can do to help?"

In truth, there was nothing Franz could do. He knew that much. But he couldn't help but ask.

"I appreciate the offer. But please, let me do this alone."

"But…"

It was true that as a novice, he would be of no use. He knew that. He knew, but as a fellow spirit user, wasn't there something he could do?

As if sensing Franz’s desperation, Evans smiled gently.

"It was likely my sin that called this Ghost to the mansion."

"…That’s not…"

"No, it is. If I hadn’t abandoned her and had properly mourned her afterwards, my parents would never have done something as horrifying as hiding her body here."

"But that… you couldn’t help it. I’m sure I would have run away too!"

"You’re Franz-san, correct?"

"Yes."

"Thank you. You’re a kind person."

"That’s not it. I’m sure I… couldn’t have endured it either."

Franz shivered as he imagined the sight Evans must have seen.

His lover impaled, a pool of blood, vacant eyes….

He wasn't strong like Ritz, Edward, or Kenny. He would surely have run away, just like Evans.

He wasn’t sympathizing with Evans. This incident had made him realize just how weak he himself was.

As he stood with his head down, a hand was gently placed on his head. It was Evans. He spoke to Franz as if to comfort him.

"What do you think it is that calls forth dark spirits?"

His calm, quiet tone overlapped with Orphe’s when he was teaching, and Franz answered honestly in a small voice.

"…I don’t know."

"It is the darkness in people’s hearts. The darkness in the hearts of my parents, who hid her body, is what invited this dark spirit here."

*Uoooooh, I was so close…*

The evil spirit let out a cry that seemed to crawl across the ground. The black mist gradually grew thicker. If he could seal all of this black mist, the evil spirit made of fused heads could also be purified into ordinary souls. As a fellow spirit user, Franz knew at least that much.

But only a light spirit user could do it.

But Evans, like Franz, was an ordinary person. A normal person who had been tormented for so long, regretting his own weak heart. When he looked at Evans, Evans smiled serenely.

"I must atone for my own sin myself."

"I understand…"

Franz silently bowed his head and retreated to the entrance of the basement. There was nothing more he could say.

"I will be with you as well, Evans-sama."

As she spoke, Anna’s body swayed unsteadily.

"Whoa."

Ritz supported her body. Before them stood a beautiful maid. But unlike a normal person, she was translucent, and they could see through her.

*I’ll return Anna’s body, just in case something happens.*

"Annie."

*I’m sorry. I was deceived. I believed the words of that evil spirit, that if I could get outside using Anna’s body, I would find a way to bring Evans-sama back to life…*

Annie hung her head. She, in her own way, had been desperate to save the one she loved. They couldn't blame her for that. Ritz and Franz simply listened to her confession in silence.

*I was about to be absorbed into that thing, wasn’t I? And Anna would surely have followed… I’ve done a terrible thing. Please tell Anna I’m sorry.*

"Yeah. I will."

Annie quietly stood beside Evans.

"Annie, it’s dangerous."

*It’s alright. I want to be with you.*

"Thank you."

Evans and Annie took each other’s hands.

"…Everyone, please leave this basement. I will seal that dark spirit and purify the evil one. I do not have the strength to protect you as well."

Everyone knew that they could not argue with Evans's quiet but newly confident words. Kenny bowed his head slightly and nodded.

"…Understood. Please be careful."

"But…"

Evans was clearly anticipating his own death should he fail. Franz was at a loss for words.

He mustn’t do anything to change his resolve. Everyone has something they must accomplish once in their life, even at the risk of their own life.

Because he had missed that opportunity, he had suffered all this time. They must not interfere anymore. Ritz and Kenny seemed to understand that.

Franz, too, understood his resolve with a painful clarity, but it was just too heart-wrenching.

Evans was an ordinary person. That’s why his own present and Evans’s past seemed to overlap slightly.

Franz was undoubtedly on the same side as Evans, the side of the weak, not the side of the strong where Ritz and Kenny stood.

It was Evans who had made him realize this for the first time. No matter how much he put on a brave face or pretended, Franz had to admit to himself that he could never be more than an ordinary person.

"Now, hurry!"

Urged on by Evans, Ritz, carrying Anna, led the way as they rushed up the stairs. He felt a strong reluctance to leave, but he knew they had no choice but to entrust this to them. That much was clear.

"May the blessing of the Light Spirit King be with you…"

For the first time, Franz prayed from the bottom of his heart to the Light Spirit King, the guardian spirit of Yuresla.

Left behind in the basement, the two smiled at each other and turned to face the Ghost that had merged with the dark spirit.

"In the end, I wanted to be with you."

*Me too, Evans-sama.*

Evans raised his holy staff. He had lived his life consumed by regret for what happened to Annie, thinking only of atoning for his sin.

"Will you forgive me?"

In response to his question, his long-lost lover smiled gently.

"Of course. I have never hated you. Because I love you."

Now that he had been forgiven by Annie, he had no regrets left in his life. He wanted to lay down his life here and be called to the Goddess’s side with Annie.

"Thank you, Annie. Well then, shall we go?"

"Yes."

Calmly, Evans took Annie’s hand. Her faintly translucent hand was as beautiful as it had been in the old days, without a single wrinkle.

Annie’s hand squeezed his own, which had become covered in wrinkles.

With the same feeling, this time they could be together forever, never to be parted. He felt as if he could see the blessing of light on the other side of the eternal tunnel of pain.

"O Light Spirit King, who governs shining hope and pride. I am Evans Clayton. Grant me the brilliance to seal the darkness!"

The basement was flooded with a dazzling light.

"No!"

"…Anna?"

"Don’t die!"

Just as they reached the top of the stairs leading out of the basement, Anna, who had been unconscious in Ritz’s arms, suddenly screamed.

"Hey, are you okay, Anna, Anna?"

Ritz looked into her face in a panic.

The next moment, as if in response to Anna’s voice, a giant spray of water erupted from the pond in the garden.

"A… Water Dragon…"

After circling once above the unconscious Anna, the Water Dragon descended the basement stairs with tremendous speed.

"Anna? She’s unconscious, right?" Ritz muttered.

With the Water Dragon’s roar, a flood of light burst forth, piercing the eyes of everyone who had grown accustomed to the darkness. It was so bright they couldn’t open their eyes.

"What’s happening?!"

When the light finally subsided and they could open their eyes, they all stood stunned at the scene before them. The place where the basement was supposed to be had caved in.

"…What happened to Evans-san?"

As they all started to rush toward the collapsed area, a spray of water shot up, and at the same time, earth was thrown into the air.

"What was that?"

The source of the water spray was the Water Dragon. As if its duty was done, the Water Dragon roared in their direction and then returned to the pond in the garden.

"…Let’s go, anyway."

As they got closer, they saw that the collapsed area had become a large, empty cavity. Normally it should have been filled with earth and sand, but the basement was clearly visible.

"The Water Dragon protected them…"

Anna was still unconscious, but she had a strangely satisfied look on her face.

VIII

It has been a week since the commotion at the mansion.

During that time, the mansion has been bustling with private cleaning companies, gardeners, and demolition crews to tear down the old servant’s quarters in the back.

The reason the house is being cleaned so spotlessly is simple: it has been officially decided that Ritz and the other two will own the house.

Truthfully, they had planned to do all the cleaning, demolition, and gardening themselves, but Kenny, feeling responsible for Anna being possessed and the terrible ordeal they had gone through, consulted with the Chamberlain and Shasta, and a large number of contractors were brought in as a form of atonement.

Of course, the private contractors have not been informed that the owner of this house is a minister. Ritz casually wanders around the mansion with the contractors, giving instructions here and there, but so far, no one seems to have realized his true identity.

On the contrary, he is adored as a cheerful mercenary who exorcised the ghost of the famous haunted house and got a house for himself.

This is entirely due to the disguise Ritz wears when he is acting as a minister. His disguise of a fake beard, a monocle, and a light dusting of white powder in his hair to simulate grayness changes his image considerably.

The citizens of the capital recognize that figure as the minister and assume that a man of considerable age holds the position. Therefore, no one would think to connect such a young man with the minister.

This was the reason for Ritz’s strange disguise. Franz learned this for the first time during this incident.

Ritz had proudly said, ‘Thanks to this, when I take off the disguise, I can go out and have fun in the city whenever I want, right?’ He was usually so spontaneous, yet it was funny how strangely meticulous he was about things like this.

"Wow, it’s so clean!"

Anna, who had been bedridden, had finally recovered and, entering the mansion for the first time in a week, let out a voice filled with emotion.

"Right? And all of this was free."

"That’s amazing!"

The three of them walked through the house, where the sounds of repairs could still be heard here and there. Now that it was clean and bright, the whole ghost incident seemed like a lie, and it was ridiculous how scared he had been.

"What happened to Annie’s body?"

Anna, who hadn't been told the details of what happened afterward, asked the two of them. Franz looked up at Ritz’s face. Ritz gave Franz a slight nod. He probably wanted him to explain.

"Evans-san buried her in the church cemetery."

"Oh, I see…"

Anna said she remembered everything from the time her body was possessed by Annie. Although she couldn’t move her body at will, she had seen everything from within Annie.

However, she said her memory of the time after she was freed from Annie and lost consciousness was hazy. It seemed she didn't remember summoning the Water Dragon unconsciously at all.

In silence, the three of them went out into the garden through the back door. The old servants' quarters had long since been demolished. The small, dirty pond had had its moss removed and its water replaced.

Anna noticed for the first time that a small hut had been built on the site where the servants' quarters should have been, where there should have been nothing.

"What's that hut? It's new."

"…We had it newly built."

"What for?"

At a loss for what to say, Franz fell silent. Ritz answered in his place.

"It’s the new home for the newlyweds."

"Newlyweds?"

Just then, the door of the hut opened and a man came out.

"Hey, is that Evans-san?"

Anna involuntarily sought confirmation from the two of them. It seemed the image of Evans in her memory was somewhat different.

Franz nodded with a wry smile at Anna, who was looking up with an expression of disbelief.

"That’s right."

"He looks younger, doesn’t he?"

Still not believing it, she sought confirmation from Ritz as well.

The deep wrinkles had faded, and the traces of anguish that had been finely etched on his face were gone. His cheeks glowed with a healthy complexion, making him look younger than his late sixties.

Ritz laughed at the thoroughly confused Anna.

"Yeah, he’s happy, I guess."

"Why? Didn’t Annie-san die?"

"Well, she’s dead, but…"

"That’s right. She’s still dead, but…"

"But depending on how you look at it, she might be alive."

"Yeah, you’re right."

Even when Anna stared at him intently, Franz could only shrug. He himself was hopelessly bewildered by this turn of events.

"Huh, what, I don’t get it!"

Evans, noticing the three of them, including the confused Anna, waved in their direction.

"Welcome, everyone. Annie, our guests have arrived."

*Oh my, welcome.*

The face that appeared was that of a half-transparent Annie.

"Why? Wasn’t she called to the Goddess’s side…"

For Anna, being buried in the church cemetery meant that the soul had also been called to the Goddess’s side. The fact that Annie was here lightly surpassed Anna’s imagination.

At the surprised Anna, Annie and Evans smiled happily.

"It’s a long story, but basically, they got married and decided to live here."

"Huh, huh, so the newlyweds are…"

"Yep, Evans and Annie."

"Really?"

Amidst her surprise, a look of joy gradually spread across Anna’s face. She must have come to understand Annie’s devoted love for Evans all too well during the two days she spent with her.

For Anna, who found joy in others’ happiness, there could be nothing more joyous than seeing the two of them happy.

"I’ve been allowed to live here until I am called to heaven."

Evans said to Anna, looking embarrassed.

After being protected by the Water Dragon from the collapse of the basement, they had, at Ritz’s suggestion, decided to build a house here and live in it.

*I’m so happy. To think I can live with Evans-sama.*

"Please stop with the ‘Evans-sama.’ We are husband and wife."

*Oh my, how silly of me. Evans♥*

"Annie♥"

At this hopelessly lovey-dovey display, Franz slumped his shoulders in defeat.

What is this fairy-tale-like development? What does that make him, who was so terrified of this mansion….

"I’m glad they seem so happy!"

Oblivious to his feelings, Anna turned back to the two of them with a beaming smile. To Anna, that scene probably looked like a very happy one.

*What a simple-minded fool,* he cursed inwardly.

"Alright, I’m going to help with the garden!"

Ritz called out to Anna, who was enthusiastically about to head around to the front of the garden.

"And one more thing. We’ve also decided on a maid to work for us."

"Don’t tell me that’s…"

"Yep, it’s Annie."

"Really!"

Anna ran over to Annie.

"Annie, it’s a pleasure to be working with you."

Annie lowered her eyes at Anna, who was smiling at her without any hesitation.

Anna had almost died because she had taken over her body, yet she was acting so happy, as if it didn't matter. She must have felt sorry about that.

As expected, Annie asked Anna with a worried look.

*Anna, can you forgive me?*

Anna nodded happily. She understood Annie’s feelings well. She couldn’t blame Annie, and most importantly, she herself was safe, so there was no problem.

"Of course. Let’s be good friends!"

*Anna…*

Three days after this, Ritz and his companions would move from the royal palace into this house, and their life with the five of them—Annie, Evans, and the couple living in the cottage on the property—would begin.
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"Man, my shoulders are stiff…"

After the chamberlains left, Ritz finally let out a sigh of relief. He tossed aside his monocle and stretched out with all his might in the chair of the minister’s office.

Being alone brought a great sense of freedom. But the tedious paperwork was still ongoing. It was maddening. He had finally been freed from living in the royal palace, but he still had this ministerial post.

Edward had said he would be completely free by spring, but he was starting to have his doubts about whether that would really happen.

The ghost hunt had ended safely, and they had finally moved into their new home just yesterday.

The move had been simple, as the three of them, having been on the road, had hardly any luggage to speak of. So Ritz had thought that was the end of it, but the story didn't end so easily.

"Let's have a housewarming party!"

It was Anna who had suggested it. When he and Franz turned to her with silent, quizzical faces, Anna had declared with a cheerful smile:

"I mean, we have new people living with us now, right? And there are people who helped us out a lot, so I want to thank them."

"It's a pain…"

Ritz wholeheartedly agreed with Franz’s sentiment, raising both hands in support. But Anna was persistent.

In the end, dragged along by Anna, it was decided that they would have a housewarming party. In situations like this, the two men, Ritz and Franz, were no match for Anna, who was single-minded once she had decided on something.

And so, a party—or rather, a modest dinner with close friends—was decided upon. Ritz was tasked with inviting the guests Anna had chosen.

First, he invited Edward, who said he could come. That was a relief, but Patricia and Shasta were unavailable.

Anna would be disappointed, but it couldn't be helped. Why would they gather the country's top officials for a mere housewarming party? Edward just coming over to hang out was already a big deal.

Right now, Ritz was waiting here for a certain person. It was the person whose name was written at the end of Anna’s list of invitees.

"Excuse me."

The heavy door opened with a familiar voice. A man in his mid-thirties stood there.

"You summoned me, sir…"

Closing the door, the young man walked toward Ritz.

"Don’t be so formal, Kenny."

Even when he said so in a casual tone, Kenny Fort’s expression didn’t change a bit. Honestly, he was as stiff as Shasta.

"But I am on duty at present."

"You really are a serious one, aren't you?"

"I am honored, sir."

As Kenny bowed his head, Ritz couldn’t help but mutter inwardly, *That wasn’t a compliment*. The reason he had summoned Kenny here had absolutely nothing to do with missions or work.

Well, with things like this, it was best to just come out and say it without hesitation.

Ritz stood up and placed a hand on Kenny’s shoulder.

"Kenny, you free tonight?"

"Sir?"

"Just answer, are you free?"

When he pressed him, Kenny nodded.

"Yes, I am scheduled to be off duty this evening."

To the bewildered Kenny, Ritz pressed on.

"Alright, then it’s settled. We’re having a housewarming party at my place tonight, so you’re coming."

"Eh?"

"Alright, Kenny’s in."

"S-Sir? I have not given my consent…"

Ritz stared intently at the confused Kenny and asked once more.

"You’re free, aren’t you?"

As if resigned, Kenny let out a deep sigh and slumped his shoulders in defeat.

"…Yes. I will be in attendance."

"Alright, that’s everyone then."

When Ritz muttered this, Kenny looked up.

"Who else will be attending?"

Ritz answered Kenny, who wore a serious expression.

"Ed, me, Anna, Franz, plus Evans, Annie the maid, and you. Seven in total."

"…Seven people…"

After a moment of thought, Kenny looked up straight at Ritz’s face.

"Would it be permissible for me to take the afternoon off?"

"It’s fine by me, but… are you sure about the Inspectorate Department?"

Not understanding the reason for the sudden request, he asked again. Kenny answered with unusual seriousness.

"Yes. If I have your permission, Your Excellency, I will leave my duties to my second-in-command."

Was it really okay to let an inspector—and a squad leader at that—leave early for his own housewarming party? But seeing the strangely determined look in Kenny’s eyes, this was the only thing Ritz could say.

"Permission granted. Though, I’m taking the afternoon off too."

Officially, it was because the unpacking from the move wasn't finished, but in reality, he was going home to help Anna and Annie.

Franz was probably being worked to the bone at home right now. After all, the dining room table was wobbly all over and couldn’t be used as it was.

He recalled Franz’s resentful face as he saw him off to work.

Well, that aside, he had to get through at least some of these documents before going home. As Ritz picked up the documents on his desk with a sigh, Kenny, who had been standing there with a grim expression, looked up.

"Your Excellency, would you allow me to be in charge of one of the dishes for tonight’s meal?"

"You, cook…"

He barely managed to swallow the words, *you can’t*. He was talking about cooking, but his face was filled with the same tension and sorrow as that of a soldier heading to his death.

Faced with such an expression, he couldn’t very well dismiss his cooking skills so easily.

"…Yeah, I’ll leave it to you."

"Thank you very much."

Bowing deeply, he turned his back to Ritz with exemplary posture, gave a sharp salute at the door, and left the office.

"…What’s going to happen at this housewarming party tonight…"

Left alone, Ritz shivered with a strange sense of foreboding.

II

"Why do I have to do this…"

Franz muttered to himself, a hammer in one hand. After spending the entire morning sanding the dining table, just when he thought he was finished, he was next asked to fix a broken cupboard.

Franz was not good at this kind of work. He firmly believed himself to be the intellectual type, not the manual labor type. Perhaps because of that, his work was not progressing at all.

"Can’t be helped, we’re broke."

Ritz, who was skillfully fixing a broken chair next to him with a nail held in his mouth, said in a voice that was a mix of resignation and consolation.

Ritz had been handed a hammer and nails and put to this task as soon as he got home. In the morning, a minister; in the afternoon, a furniture repairman… the contrast was too stark. Come to think of it, Ritz was in a pitiful situation too.

But from Franz’s perspective, Ritz’s office work seemed many times easier than sanding. He wouldn't mind sitting in a chair all day.

"There, that’s done."

Just as Ritz finished fixing the last chair, Anna came into the dining room. She was holding cookies.

"Good work, you two!"

"Yeah, I’m beat."

Ritz stood up proudly and, without any permission, plucked a cookie from Anna’s hands and popped it into his mouth.

Seeing that Anna didn’t complain, it seemed the cookies were for them.

"I made them with some leftover ingredients. Are they good?"

"Yeah, delicious. You want one, Franz?"

Standing next to Anna, Ritz put a second one into his mouth and asked. Franz silently shook his head.

"You’re not having any, Franz? I’m pretty proud of these, you know."

"I’m fine…"

He wanted tea more than cookies. No, more than that, he just wanted to stop this work. It seemed that wish got through to Ritz.

"Let’s take a break for now. I’ll fix the cupboard. Annie, can we have some tea?"

*Coming right up!*

As if she had already prepared it, Annie brought out three cups of tea with a smile and immediately vanished back into the kitchen, literally. She must still be busy with preparations.

"I fixed the chairs, so have a seat."

"…Yeah."

Franz nodded at Ritz’s welcome offer and put down the hammer. He sat down on the chair that had been crooked until just a moment ago, now straightened by Ritz.

He was quite skillful. Looking at Ritz lately, it was easy to forget that he had been a mercenary. He was abnormally multitalented.

He could cook, fix furniture, and if asked, he’d even clean chimneys. He boasted, though it wasn’t much to brag about, that the only thing he couldn’t do was office work.

In the first place, since coming to the capital, Franz hadn’t seen Ritz swing his sword. He even began to suspect that Ritz hadn't so much as touched his greatsword. According to Ritz himself, ‘Effort is something you do where no one can see,’ but that too was doubtful.

Basically, Ritz was too good at too many things. It seemed he was still trying to hide his weaknesses from Franz and Anna.

To Franz, who was full of weaknesses, Ritz, who skillfully managed what he showed and what he didn't, was somehow infuriating.

As he was thinking such resentful thoughts, the lighthearted conversation between Ritz and Anna reached his ears.

"I’ve been thinking this for a while, but looking at you makes me want to eat tomato sauce pasta."

"Huh? Why?"

"When you stand next to me, I can see the crown of your head better than your face. That red hair and the swirl somehow remind me of tomato sauce pasta…"

"That’s so mean! So you’re talking to the crown of my head, Ritz?"

Anna, having placed the plate of cookies on the table, crossed her arms with a pout. Ritz turned a playful, teasing smile on her.

"Well, I guess you could say that. If you want me to see your face, walk a few meters ahead of me."

"I don’t need you to look at me!"

Honestly, it was amazing how these two never got tired of repeating these silly exchanges. He was both exasperated and impressed.

No matter how seriously he thought about something, in front of these two, he somehow lost all his energy. The more he thought about it, the more he realized how petty he was.

"Well, I guess I’ll fix the cupboard."

Apparently hungry, Ritz ate about half of the cookies Anna had brought, washed them down with tea, and resumed his work. The whole series of movements was almost that of a middle-aged furniture craftsman.

Even as he was thinking such sarcastic thoughts, Ritz skillfully aligned the bent hinge and the cupboard door and fixed them. He also reattached the slanted top board so that it was perfectly level and things wouldn’t slide off.

But what was different from usual was that, despite his personality of talking about various things while working with his hands, he was working in silence.

Even with Anna here, this was rare. Usually, when Anna and Ritz were together, they were engaged in the kind of silly conversation they had just had.

Looking at his face, he could see that even though it should have been a simple task for Ritz, he had a very serious expression. A glance at Anna showed that she had noticed it too.

Franz was curious but couldn’t ask. In his place, Anna knelt down beside Ritz.

"Ritz, you’ve been quiet for a while. What’s wrong? Are you hurt somewhere?"

Anna asked a somewhat off-topic question. Feeling that it wasn’t the kind of question to ask a grown man, he couldn’t help but interject.

"…Anna, he’s not a kid from the orphanage…"

But at Anna’s words, Ritz made a face as if he’d been hit where it hurt… as if he’d bitten into a bitter bug. A strange, unpleasant feeling swirled within Franz.

What could make Ritz look like that? He couldn’t even guess.

"What’s wrong? Did something happen?"

Sensing the unusual atmosphere, Anna, who had been kneeling beside Ritz, instinctively sat in a formal seiza position and asked. Turning to face Anna, Ritz then slowly looked at Franz.

"…You want to hear it?"

"…Yeah."

He felt like he would rather not hear it. But he also felt like he would regret it if he didn’t.

What was this subtle, heavy atmosphere? Oblivious to Franz’s feelings, Ritz let out a deep sigh.

"Yeah, it’s probably better for you guys to be prepared from the start so you can deal with it…"

It seemed his words were not directed at the two of them, but were more like a monologue. But those words contained a clue as to how difficult what they were about to hear would be.

At this rate, the shock level would probably be high.

Facing the cupboard again, Ritz reluctantly spoke the shocking words.

"You two, listen calmly."

"What?"

"What is it?"

"I’ve been hiding it until now, but… Kenny asked if he could make one dish."

"!"

He was speechless. It seemed Anna was the same, as she had placed both hands on the floor where she was sitting and slumped her head in defeat.

"You didn’t refuse?"

Anna hesitantly raised her head and looked up at Ritz, who was working beside her, as she asked.

"…The atmosphere was such that if I refused, he looked like he might hang himself."

Ritz answered in a sunken voice. Pale, Franz had no choice but to confirm with Ritz.

"You know about Kenny-san’s cooking, don’t you?"

"…I know."

Ritz continued to hammer in the nail with a dejected voice. What kind of situation would lead someone to cook with an atmosphere that suggested they might hang themselves? Franz couldn't even imagine.

"You haven’t eaten that dish, Ritz, so you don’t know how tragic it is, do you?"

When he asked again, Ritz slowly raised his face.

"…You and Anna don’t know, so I’ll tell you. That huge amount of eerie food, the coachman and I thought about whether we could do something about it… When you think about how many seasonings and ingredients were consumed in that, don’t you think that’s a natural thought?"

It was true that with Ritz's personality, he wouldn't be able to just throw it away because it was a waste. Looking over, Anna was nodding as well. These two shared a common greed and aversion to waste, so they probably understood each other well.

After a pause, Ritz continued.

"We thought maybe if we boiled a certain something in it, it might work out, or maybe we could use it as a spice…"

He could somehow see where this was going. The confession was so overwhelmingly heavy that Franz fell silent. Anna was also listening quietly.

"So, the two of us ate it. But we couldn’t figure out what ingredients would go with it from just one bite. So the two of us, while retching, ate several mouthfuls…"

"Ugh…"

Remembering the taste that had filled her mouth at that time, Anna covered her mouth with both hands. Franz, too, was forced to recall from the depths of his memory the shocking taste he didn't want to remember.

All three of them fell silent, each remembering the shocking color and taste of that dish. Only the sound of Ritz hammering nails echoed in the dining room.

After a while, he timidly asked the still-silent Ritz.

"…So, what was the conclusion?"

Ritz, with all his might, hammered a nail with his hammer and shouted.

"There’s no way to fix something like that!"

"…Right."

Anna nodded as if she understood perfectly. It felt like Anna was the one who had caused that huge disaster, but was that okay?

"But, but, maybe he’s been practicing and has become an amazing cook?"

Anna's false cheerfulness, accompanied by gestures, was all the more pathetic. She was probably trying to be supportive, but no matter how you looked at it, it seemed like nothing more than wishful thinking.

As he deliberately said nothing, Ritz stood up, stretched his back, and muttered.

"…The chances are low, though."

"Probably."

As Franz agreed with a sigh and brought the tea to his lips, a dark voice rose from behind him.

"I’m sorry for only being able to make something like that."

He almost dropped his teacup. Anna’s mouth fell open, and she froze. As for Ritz, he dropped the nail he was holding in his mouth onto the floor.

There stood… Kenny Fort, holding paper bags in both hands.

As everyone froze in shock, Kenny turned his even more grim, dark eyes on the three of them.

"I am a soldier as well. I have made it my mission in life not to make the same mistake twice."

He finally understood what Ritz meant by ‘looking like he might hang himself.’ This must be what he was talking about. Kenny’s grim face was hard to describe, and it carried an ominous feeling.

"I have come today, swallowing my pride, to request an opportunity to clear my name…"

It was just one dish, so did he really have to be so worked up about it?

While he thought that, for some reason, he hesitated to say it out loud. Were all soldiers this complicated? Or was Kenny just extremely serious? Franz didn’t know.

In the silent dining room, it was Anna who recovered first.

"Welcome, Kenny-san. Thank you for your help the other day."

Smiling brightly, she bowed her head with a little bob. It was true that Anna, who had almost had her body taken over by Annie, had caused Kenny the most trouble.

At Anna’s bright smile, Kenny, though his face was twitching, managed to form an expression that looked like a smile.

"You’re welcome. Thank you for inviting me today, Anna-chan."

…That’s right, it was Anna who decided on today’s guests. What has she done? He remembered that anew, but it wasn't a problem that could be solved by that.

Come to think of it, Edward, the other victim of that terrifying paella, was also invited here today.

"…I would like to borrow the kitchen."

"Yeah, go ahead and use it."

As Ritz said this, he glanced into the paper bag and gave Franz a small shrug. It seemed Ritz knew what he was going to make. Franz had an idea too.

From within Kenny’s paper bag, a large prawn, exuding a heavy presence, was slowly moving its whiskers and looking outside. Was that a paprika he could glimpse next to it?

In that case, the bag he was holding in his other hand must contain rice. That alone was enough to tell him what Kenny was going to make.

…Paella….

"Kenny-san, the kitchen is this way. I’ll help you!"

Cheerfully and brightly, Anna urged Kenny on and entered the kitchen. Just before she disappeared from sight, she gave a small nod to Ritz and Franz. Did that mean, ‘I’m watching him, so it’ll be okay!’?

"Franz, want to bet?"

After the two had disappeared, Ritz placed his hammer and nails on the table and made the suggestion. Of course, it was about whether Kenny’s dish would turn out well.

"…How much?"

When he asked quietly, Ritz rummaged in his pocket and placed a one-belse silver coin on the table.

"One belse that with Anna’s help, it’ll be something edible."

It was a carefree bet, typical of Ritz. But Franz had no reason to be optimistic.

"I bet… one giltz that it will be a disaster."

"…You really are a pessimist."

"Shut up."

As he sighed and rested his chin on his hand, Ritz stretched out behind him. It seemed he had finished fixing the cupboard. The work must have been quite straining on his shoulders, given his height. But he didn’t show any sign of it. Ritz turned back to him and smiled defiantly.

"Don’t forget, one giltz."

"…You too."

Watching Ritz leave, Franz sighed. What on earth was going to happen with today’s housewarming party?

Franz had no idea.
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Anna was speechless at the sheer quantity and expense of the ingredients Kenny began to lay out on the countertop.

"Wow…"

She mused that as long as Franz was in charge of the wallet, she would probably never see such a large amount of high-quality ingredients. She had poked a few of them, and that alone was enough to tell her how fresh they were.

There were two magnificent giant prawns, the likes of which she had never seen before, and they were still alive, their whiskers swaying from side to side. There were shiny purple mussels, as if they had been polished; squid so translucent it looked like it had just come from the sea; flounder with eyes that shone with life; and large clams that spurted water.

The vegetables were green peppers, red and yellow paprika, green peas, a lemon, onions, tomatoes, and garlic. And for seasoning, there was the problematic saffron and olive oil—the red stamens of a flower and the green oil that had given birth to that yellow-green hell.

With this, Anna understood everything. He was trying to make paella.

"Kenny-san, you’re making paella, right?"

Even though she knew, it was polite to ask. Anna was at least aware of that much. When she looked at Kenny with a smile, he gave a grave nod. It didn't feel like he was about to start cooking, and Anna was pretty sure she wasn't just imagining it.

She understood now what Ritz meant by ‘looking like he might hang himself.’

At times like these, she knew from her experience at the orphanage that the best thing to do was to change the subject and help him relax. But would it work on an adult like Kenny? She wouldn’t know until she tried, so she decided to put her plan into action.

"Kenny-san, I’ll help you."

"No, I can’t trouble you."

Anna peered into Kenny's still-tense face from the front. If she backed down now, it would be difficult for Kenny, and the paella would be in even bigger trouble.

She absolutely could not allow such precious, high-quality ingredients to be transformed once again into that terrifying substance. It would be a complete waste. Steeling herself inwardly, Anna put on another smile.

"It’s not a bother at all. I’m the closest to you in age, so please don’t hesitate to ask me anything."

"…How old are you, Anna-chan?"

As if caught off guard by her unexpected words, Kenny, who had had a dark look in his eyes, looked at Anna. Come to think of it, she felt like she hadn’t talked to Kenny in much detail.

"I’m thirty years old. Hehe, I age differently than humans."

Truly surprised, Kenny fell silent and stopped moving. A moment later, he let out a long breath that was somewhere between a sigh and a deep breath.

"I’m surprised… I’m thirty-five. You really don’t change, do you?"

From his tone, Anna could tell that Kenny had answered naturally. Away from his military duties, perhaps Kenny was a calm and gentle person. That side of Kenny was a little refreshing. And she was also happy that her orphanage strategy was working.

"I don’t change at all! Besides, we were the coachman’s assistants together, weren’t we? So let’s do our best together! With the paella!"

When she declared this while looking at Kenny’s face with an even bigger smile, Kenny finally managed a smile of his own.

"Alright, I’d appreciate that."

Making sure not to show it, Anna let out a big sigh of relief inwardly and rolled up her sleeves. Now they could finally start cooking.

"So, what should we do first?"

"Let’s see… I guess we’ll start with the prep? Making the saffron water…"

Kenny said as he took out a memo he must have read over and over.

"Then we’ll need a frying pan, right? We’ll toast it in the pan, then grind it into a powder and simmer it in hot water…"

*Here’s a frying pan.*

At some point, Annie had stopped what she was doing and come over. She must have sensed the unusual atmosphere.

*As expected of a maid, she’s so sensitive to the guests’ actions,* Anna thought, filled with admiration for Annie, who was often told she was slow on the uptake.

"Toast the saffron in the frying pan…"

Kenny turned a small paper bag upside down over the pan. A large amount of saffron poured into it.

"Kenny-san, that’s too much! Just a pinch is enough."

"A pinch? About this much?"

Kenny grabbed a fistful of saffron from the pan.

"No! That’s a handful!"

She had him return the large amount of saffron to the bag and somehow managed to start toasting a pinch of it in the pan.

*That was close. We almost ended up with that garish, medicinal-smelling yellow stuff again…* But she couldn’t let her guard down here.

"Anna-chan, when you say toast, what should it look like when it’s done?"

"It’s done when it’s perfectly crisp."

"Perfectly crisp?"

Looking at it, she could see the color was changing slightly, probably because the heat was too high. At this rate, it would turn to charcoal.

"It’s done!"

"Oh, really?"

She took the saffron off the heat, wrapped it in a cloth, and crushed it to a powder, then dropped it into the hot water Annie had boiled for them. A beautiful yellow color spread through the pot.

*Annie’s amazing. She had everything ready while I was panicking.* This is what it means to be attentive. It's a great learning experience. She wanted to be someone who could be that considerate too.

While she was thinking about that, Kenny had moved on to the next task: preparing the ingredients. First, he steamed the purple mussels in a pot with white wine and herbs, which went well. This was just prep work, and since all he had to do was toss the ingredients into the pot, there were no problems.

The squid just needed to be gutted and cut into rings, and the clams had apparently already been de-sanded, so all they needed was a wash. Just to be safe, she put the clams in salt water to make sure.

It was Annie, rather than Anna, who was moving well, supporting the clumsy Kenny. Anna was deeply relieved that Annie was there.

Now, the problem was the flounder and the giant prawns.

"Kenny-san, have you ever butchered a giant prawn before?"

"…The only thing I’ve ever judged (butchered) before… are criminals…"

"No, not that kind of judging…"

At a loss, she looked at Annie, who seemed to have found something funny and was slapping the table, laughing. She was stifling her voice, but her movements made it obvious she was laughing hysterically. Kenny, however, was in a serious staring contest with the prawn and didn't notice. If she left him alone, she was afraid he might actually pass judgment on the prawn, which was a little scary.

"Um… you cut the prawn in half lengthwise."

"Lengthwise?"

Kenny placed the prawn on the cutting board and, holding it down so it wouldn’t escape, fell into deep thought. Not knowing what he was struggling with, she cheerfully prompted him to get on with the giant prawn butchering.

"Just cut it straight down the middle from the head."

"Got it."

Kenny held the knife in a reverse grip.

"Wait, what are you doing?!"

She panicked at his grip, which looked like that of a murderer. What did he mean by holding a knife in a reverse grip to butcher a prawn? Anna couldn't comprehend it.

"Huh? It looks tough, you know."

"Tough… it’s a prawn, isn’t it?"

"Even if it’s a prawn, I don’t want to make it suffer too much, so I thought I’d do it in one go…"

*What should I do? My common sense might not apply here.* For a moment she thought that, but she couldn't give up here.

"I’ll leave it to you. Good luck, Kenny-san."

As soon as she finished speaking, Kenny brought down the knife with all his might, finishing off the prawn.

At the heavy sound of the knife striking the cutting board, Anna silently prayed that the prawn would be safely called to the Goddess’s side.

"Anna-chan…"

At Kenny’s troubled voice, she looked at the cutting board to see the knife sticking out of the prawn. What was it this time?

"The shell is slippery and I can’t cut it lengthwise. It wouldn’t be right to use this, would it?"

What Kenny pointed to was his beloved sword, which was leaning in a corner of the dining room.

*Isn’t that the sword he was fighting bandits with the other day… wait!*

"No! Absolutely not! It’s an ingredient, you know?"

"I know. But the sword is easier to handle…"

"Honestly! It’s like this!"

Unable to bear it any longer, Anna pulled the knife out of the cutting board, stabbed it into the center of the prawn’s head, and then pushed it down to cut it straight in half lengthwise.

She didn't understand what he was struggling with so much; the prawn cut so easily.

"…I see."

Kenny muttered, looking extremely impressed. It shouldn’t have been something to be so impressed about… But if she did the other one as well, it wouldn't be good for Kenny.

She placed the knife on the cutting board and made way for him.

"The other one is on you, Kenny-san."

"Got it."

It seemed it was easy once he tried, as Kenny cleanly cut the prawn in two. This time, he didn't hold the knife in a reverse grip or anything.

"…I see. There’s a proper way to do everything."

He said this in a heartfelt tone. She had no idea how to respond, so she decided to move on.

"Next is the flounder. We’ll divide the meat into five pieces."

"…Huh? Five?"

"Insert the knife from the middle and…"

As she started to explain, Anna realized something. There was no way a cooking novice could handle a high-level technique like filleting a fish. Even Anna could only handle river fish and fish with similar body types. In other words, she could handle horse mackerel and saury, but she was not used to flounder. When she looked at Kenny, he was watching her hands intently.

"Kenny-san and I can’t do this."

"Huh? Is that so?"

The only ones who could probably do this well were… Annie and Ritz. She had never asked Ritz, but she had a feeling he could handle this kind of thing with ease. Anna’s biased trust in Ritz was unparalleled. But in the current situation, the surest bet was to ask Annie to handle the flounder.

"Annie, I know this is a lot to ask, but could you handle the flounder…"

*Oh, are you sure?*

"Yeah. We’ll move on with the other tasks, so please."

*Understood.*

Having pushed the difficult flounder onto Annie, Anna turned back to Kenny. There was still a time-consuming task left.

"What’s next, Kenny-san?"

When she checked, Kenny looked at the memo in his hand.

"Finely chop the onion, garlic, tomato, and paprika, then sauté in olive oil until it becomes a paste…"

"Let’s get that done. It’ll take a while."

Though they struggled with the fine chopping, the unevenly cut vegetables somehow ended up in a pot with olive oil. After heating it up, she turned the heat down to low and handed Kenny a wooden spatula.

"Please stir it slowly and patiently until it becomes a paste, without burning it."

"If it’s slow and patient, I’m good at that."

…Come to think of it, this man was an inspector. It was true that his profession might require perseverance.

Staggering slightly, Anna secretly returned to the dining room. This was the first time she had cooked with such a sense of tension.

From the empty dining room, she headed towards the adjacent drawing room, which was connected without a door. Helping people was her top priority, but this felt different from helping people… it felt different. She was so tired, but she wondered why.

There, in addition to Ritz and Franz, were Edward, in his usual undisguised state, and Evans, who had just returned from work. The gazes of all of them were fixed on Anna, almost painfully.

Ritz, who had been lying on the sofa, sat up and looked intently at Anna’s face with a serious expression.

"How’s it going?"

Even when asked how it was going, she couldn’t answer. Instead, she went to Ritz’s side and took his hand, which was large compared to hers. With tears welling in her eyes, she pleaded.

"It’s so hard! Ritz, please take over!"

But Ritz was merciless. He probably knew just how difficult it was. Ritz placed his hands on Anna’s shoulders with great solemnity and looked back at her with a serious face.

"…Do your best, Anna."

He had absolutely no intention of taking over.

"Waaah, you’re so mean! What about you, Franz?"

"Spare me."

Having been flatly rejected by the two who could cook, she instinctively looked at Edward. He flinched for a moment, and she clasped her hands together.

"Ed-san!"

"Sorry, Anna, I’m not very good at cooking."

Finally, she turned her gaze to Evans, who was still in his priest’s robes.

"Evans-san?"

"…I can’t cook."

"…You’re all so mean."

As she slumped her shoulders in disappointment, she felt a tap on her shoulder from behind. For a moment she worried it was Kenny, but it was Annie.

*Anna, let’s move on.*

"Okay…"

Dejectedly, she returned to the kitchen. Kenny’s vegetable paste had been properly sautéed without burning. As expected of the Inspectorate, which prided itself on its perseverance….

At this point, the dish was eighty percent complete. This was no time to be tired. Kenny was trying so hard; how could she give up now?

*Always be positive, cheerful, and have fun is my motto!* she encouraged herself strongly. That's right, she had to be cheerful at times like these.

"Alright, let’s sauté everything in order!"

Anna declared this in a particularly bright and cheerful voice. At this point, she thought she might as well enjoy it. She probably wouldn’t meet anyone who was this bad at cooking again, so she decided to enjoy the situation.

Once she made up her mind, she felt a little better. She didn't have to match the grim and serious Kenny and bear the entire fate of the dish on her own shoulders.

"I wonder if it’ll be a delicious paella…"

Turning a bright smile to the serious Kenny, Anna rolled up her sleeves once more.

IV

On the dining room table, a brand new tablecloth was spread, and on it, a great many dishes were arranged.

Prepared by Annie and Anna were mashed potatoes, fried chicken, pot-au-feu, and cherry pie. Alongside them, several bottles of white wine and several bottles of beer were neatly arranged.

Looking at the atmosphere alone, it was quite nice, like a casual party. The problem was the paella, sitting majestically in the center of the table.

In a paella pan, which he must have gotten from somewhere, large enough for six people, were beautifully arranged giant prawns, purple mussels, clams, and flounder.

What made it so beautiful was that all the ingredients were arranged at surprisingly precise, equal intervals. The same went for the decorative paprika, green peppers, and lemon slices.

*That's so like Kenny,* Ritz thought to himself. If he had arranged it, it wouldn't have turned out like this. He would probably have gotten tired of it at the end and just scattered everything on top.

Well, that aside, the problem was the taste. As the master of the house, Ritz stood up and looked around at everyone.

"Ahem, today is our housewarming party. It’s just close friends, so it’s simple, but I hope you enjoy yourselves. And with that, cheers."

With a perfunctory greeting and a glass of white wine, he declared the start of the party, and the housewarming began. But for some reason, a subtle tension hung over the dining table.

"Ed, you go."

Ritz nudged Edward, who was sitting next to him, in a low voice. But Edward placed his wine glass on the table, clasped his hands together, and refused.

"…You are the master of this house. You should go first."

Those words… he was trying to make him the food taster. But to give in so easily was also irritating. So he pressed on.

"How can I touch the food before the king?"

"In that case, I shall grant the honor of eating first to my most trusted subject, the minister."

Ritz knew well the words behind that seemingly benevolent statement. What he was really saying was, ‘Just try it and see.’

At this point, it was Ritz's complete loss.

"…Don’t act all high and mighty only at times like these."

The two of them were, of course, yielding to each other the right to be the first to eat Kenny’s paella. Ritz was trying not to look in that direction, but Kenny’s gaze was painful.

"…Your Majesty, Your Excellency."

Kenny called the two of them by their titles in a dark voice.

"Would you please partake? If this is, as it was the other day, inedible…"

Kenny took an envelope from his breast pocket. He was startled by the characters written on the surface. There, he saw the word ‘Resignation’.

"I am prepared."

The blood drained from his face. He had thought it wasn’t something to be so worked up about, but Kenny’s seriousness had come out at a time like this.

He slowly turned to face Edward, and a strained smile was on Edward’s face.

After all, Kenny was the first squad leader of the Inspectorate, the one Edward trusted most. If he quit the army over his cooking skills, it would be no laughing matter.

"Wait, Kenny. I get it. I’ll eat it. I’ll eat it, so put that away."

"But…"

"You idiot! It’s ridiculous for an Inspectorate squad leader to quit the army over cooking!"

In a fit of desperation, he served the paella onto his plate. Well, in for a penny, in for a pound.

For a moment, he remembered the horrifying green and yellow gooey liquid of that night, but he grit his teeth and brought a spoonful of paella to his mouth.

…It’s edible….

He put another spoonful in his mouth. This time, he didn’t swallow it right away, but chewed.

It’s fine. It tastes like paella….

It was a little burnt, and it seemed a bit too dry. The squid was tough from being overcooked. But it was within an acceptable range. It wasn’t inedible.

"Your Excellency, how is it?"

Without answering Kenny, who asked with an anxious face, Ritz grinned broadly. As expected, being positive was better than being negative.

Especially when it came to gambling.

"…Franz."

After swallowing his second bite of paella, he looked at Franz.

"What?"

Franz looked back at Ritz, slightly recoiling. He was probably imagining the worst, wondering just how terrible it tasted.

"Franz, I win."

At those words, Franz let out a big sigh.

"…I see. I lose…"

Though he said that, he didn’t seem disappointed at all. He was probably more relieved that the food was edible than he was about losing the bet.

"One giltz. Don’t forget."

"…Yeah."

Edward, who had been listening to their exchange, stared at Ritz intently.

"So, it’s edible?"

"Yeah, it’s edible. A little too dry, though."

At Ritz’s seal of approval, Kenny slumped back in his chair in relief.

What a relief. This must mean that Kenny’s revenge was complete. The housewarming party had finally begun on a bright note.
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			I

"Good morning, Ritz."

*Good morning, Ritz-san.*

Ritz, just woken up, stumbled into the morning dining room where Anna and the live-in ghost maid, Annie, offered their cheerful greetings.

"…Morning."

Lately, Ritz’s day began with him taking his breakfast in a disheveled state, his hair a mess, still in his nightclothes.

He had no physical fatigue, but his mental exhaustion had piled up so high that he was so lazy he was starting to forget that mornings were supposed to be refreshing.

According to Anna, his face was so steeped in the previous day’s fatigue that, even first thing in the morning, it showed absolutely no motivation.

Ah, of course, he didn’t have a shred of it.

"You’re such a slob, Ritz."

Anna, who woke up early, offered her prayers to the Goddess and the water spirits, and even finished sweeping the garden before sitting down at the table, said this to him almost every morning.

"Yeah… my bad."

"It’s okay."

Anna smiled brightly. After the three weeks they had spent living here before the move, she understood how difficult his workplace was, so she wasn't really complaining.

This exchange was the daily morning communication between Anna and Ritz.

"Where’s Franz?"

"He stayed up late last night, so he said he’s going to sleep a little longer."

"Hmm."

It had been a week since they moved into the former haunted house.

All three of them were still dragging their mental exhaustion, so they had been spending their days living as they pleased, each in their own way.

Ritz had been going out drinking after work instead of having dinner at home, and Franz, who had been borrowing books and other things for his room, had yet to wake up in the morning.

How many days in the past week had the three of them been together?

But Anna didn’t seem particularly lonely; she appeared to be enjoying gardening and cooking with Annie. He hadn't seen it for himself, but when Ritz occasionally came home early from work, Anna would cheerfully tell him about it.

In this house, which had fallen into disrepair over several decades, there was a mountain of things to do. Even with all the craftsmen who had come in, it wasn't as if they had fixed all the wobbly furniture or the rusted-out kitchen.

Of course, Ritz also helped with repairs on his days off, but the reality was that he had left most of the household matters to Anna, Annie, and Franz.

As for Anna, when she got bored with housework and had free time, it seemed she was also taking spirit magic lessons from Franz and Annie’s husband, Evans.

For Anna, who had never been properly taught how to handle spirits despite being able to use powerful techniques, Evans seemed to be a good teacher.

In front of Laria and Raven’s grave, Anna had effortlessly manifested a water sphere in her palm. So now she was practicing to control it.

Thanks to that, he heard she could now create a water sphere to use when it wasn't necessary to summon a Water Dragon. But according to Franz, her control was still poor, and it didn't seem like it could be used in actual combat.

*You're one to talk*, he had thought, but as a half-baked member of the Clan of Light who couldn't handle spirits, he couldn't very well say that.

In any case, their life in this house had been peaceful and idyllic.

…Except for Ritz, who worked at the castle.

"Thanks for the meal."

After finishing his meal, Ritz stood up from the table.

*You’re welcome.*

Annie, as usual, smiled and saw Ritz off from the table. This, too, had become something of a daily ritual over the past week.

After that, Ritz returned to his room and, with a sigh, meticulously applied his disguise. It was preparation for going to work. This grand disguise had yet to be seen through.

A cheer for his own spur-of-the-moment idea at the farm.

"I don’t wanna go…"

As he fixed his hair, he muttered to himself as usual. For Ritz, being at his workplace was nothing but pain. In the first place, it seemed Ritz was not suited for a job where he had to go to work at a set time and leave at a set time.

A minister's job involved various tasks, but it was mostly desk work. For now, there wasn't much work that required him to be out and about, so he had few opportunities to meet people. For Ritz, who couldn't afford to make a mistake, this should have been convenient.

But being cooped up indoors all the time just didn't suit him. People have their strengths and weaknesses.

For the most part, he couldn’t make heads or tails of the documents he looked at. Having been away from this country for so long, there was no way Ritz could understand its various affairs.

Of course, Shasta and Edward were aware of that. All Ritz had to do was read the documents that absolutely required a minister’s signature, sign them if he understood, and pass them on to Shasta. The task itself was simple.

But having only simple tasks to do was also boring, and the time spent idling away the day was painful. He would rather be camping out in this freezing cold, traveling on the road, than this.

Even if he complained to Shasta, he would only be told, ‘This is the price for all your past actions. Please endure it.’

So Ritz, with nothing to do, would pace around the room, gaze out the window at the soldiers' training ground in the inner courtyard, and sigh. It was the same thing over and over again.

Incidentally, the unit using the training ground below was the Royal Palace Guard. He sometimes thought about asking them to let him take charge of the Guard's training, but there was no way a minister would be allowed to do such a thing, and so his days passed in idleness.

It couldn't be helped that he went out drinking every night, he justified his actions, but it seemed Anna and Franz understood. The pain of the two weeks they had spent in that suffocating royal palace was deeply ingrained in them.

Amidst these days of sloth and pain, a major commotion finally occurred. The beginning of it all was Ritz's habit of going out drinking every night.

That day, after returning from the castle, Ritz changed his clothes, removed his disguise, and went out for a drink as usual.

For the past few days, he had been frequenting a place on the outskirts of the port, in a vaguely unsafe area that was almost the slums, a place where it was dangerous not to have a sword at your side.

But Ritz's greatsword would stand out too much and be suspicious, so what he had now was a cheap sword that could be easily obtained at an ordinary weapon shop. It was something he had filched from the armory in the castle, but it was still safer than having nothing.

Just by his looks, Ritz seemed to be nothing more than a tall, cheerful young man, so he would sometimes get picked on by thugs. Well, the ones who started the fight would surely regret it.

And so, Ritz casually walked down the familiar path and opened the old door in a corner of the labyrinthine, jumbled port district.

The sign read ‘Cheerful Seaman Inn’ in strong, skillful calligraphy. That was Ritz’s favorite spot. It was cheap, and most importantly, the food was delicious. Even if he drank a lot and ate his fill, he could afford to come every day.

Because of that, the customers who came to this place were mainly fishermen and locals. The fact that the military men and government officials Ritz saw every day never came was also extremely appealing.

Basically, high-class places where those kinds of people went didn’t suit Ritz. It was obvious that a place where you could get a proper meal was better than a place that charged you more than three days’ worth of living expenses on the road for a single drink and a snack.

Ritz had long held a firm belief in the correctness of this theory.

"Coming in."

Opening the door cheerfully as usual, Ritz sat down at the counter before being shown to a seat. Perhaps because he had arrived at the shop earlier than usual, there were quite a few empty seats.

"Hey, you’re early today, brother."

The sun-tanned owner, a former fisherman, placed a mug of beer in front of him before Ritz could even order.

"Work ended early."

"That’s good. Stay as long as you like."

"I’ll do just that."

The owner didn’t know Ritz’s profession. He wasn't the kind of rude man who would ask about a customer’s private life. But from Ritz’s appearance, he seemed to know that he wasn’t a merchant or a farmer.

"What’s the special today?"

"The smoked salmon from this fall is just right."

The smoked food here was handmade by the owner. And if it was recommended, there was no reason not to order it.

"Then I’ll have that, and just bring me whatever else is good."

"You got it."

As he sipped his cold beer while waiting for his food, he glanced around the shop and noticed a group of rough-looking men furtively discussing something. In the cheerful atmosphere, that corner alone felt like a different world.

It was a rare sight in this homey establishment.

"It’s unusual to see rough-looking customers like that."

When he asked the owner in a low voice as he brought over the smoked salmon marinated with green peppers and the pork sauté with lemon-flavored mashed potatoes, the owner gave a troubled smile.

"Yeah, it’s a problem."

The owner scratched his hair, which had lost its oiliness from the sea breeze, and gave a wry smile. It seemed they were familiar faces. But he couldn't very well tell them to leave just because they didn't fit the atmosphere of the shop.

"It was fine when it was empty earlier, but it’s going to get crowded now, so it’s a problem. I hope nothing happens."

"Yeah, me too."

But things rarely go so smoothly. The worst future imaginable is always right next to the present.

It happened when Ritz had emptied his umpteenth beer and had started drinking whiskey straight from the bottle. The high-pitched sound of a glass shattering echoed through the shop.

Followed by the sound of chairs scraping as people stood up.

"Hm?"

Ritz looked in the direction of the sound. It was the table of those rough-looking men.

"You bastard! What do you think you’re doing?!"

"Sorry, I was drunk."

"Drunk isn’t an excuse!"

It seemed one of the customers had gotten drunk and knocked a glass off the men’s table.

"So it’s starting after all. Hey, old man, can I get a new bottle?"

Ritz decided to remain a bystander until the commotion got out of hand. Fights in drinking establishments were an everyday occurrence. It wasn't good to get involved and complicate things by speaking or acting carelessly.

"Here you go. You’re pretty calm, aren’t you?"

"If it’s a normal fight, it’s best to just leave it alone."

"Well, that’s true, but…"

He opened the bottle he received and, enjoying the rich amber aroma, poured the whiskey into a glass. Since he was on a budget, it was a slightly cheaper liquor, but it wasn't bad.

He could hear the men’s argument, but for now, it wasn't worth intervening. The deciding factors for Ritz to step in were when his favorite shop was about to suffer damage, and when someone was about to get hurt in a one-sided attack.

The friend of the man who had knocked over the table had also approached, but for now, it was just a verbal dispute, and neither side had thrown a punch. If it ended like this, there would be no need for Ritz to get involved.

He thought that Anna would have immediately intervened, saying, ‘Fighting is wrong!’, and the thought made him smile. Anna was a good person, but she didn’t realize that she often made things worse.

After a while of arguing, one of the rough-looking men finally punched the drunk customer. The drunk customer staggered and fell, crashing into the next table and knocking it over. A scream went up.

"What are you doing?! I said I was sorry!"

"Shut up! I don’t like the way you apologized!"

The rough-looking man continued to beat the man, who was unable to resist. It seemed the drunk man's side didn't have the strength to fight back.

"Stop it, please stop!"

The drunk man’s friends tried to help him, but they were blocked by the rough-looking man’s companions, who were grinning, and they couldn’t get through.

"Hey customer, he was just drunk. Give him a break."

The owner also tried to intervene, but the men wouldn’t listen.

"Shut up! This is between us and this guy! Stay out of it!"

This was no longer a fight. It was a one-sided assault. Even if he wasn’t Anna, he had to stop it. But looking around, he couldn’t see anyone in the shop who could stop them.

…Except for himself.

Ritz stood up from the counter and stood next to the troubled owner.

"If I settle this, will you give me a bottle on the house?"

At Ritz's lighthearted words, the owner looked back at him, confused.

"What are you talking about, brother? You don’t look very strong."

It was true that, dressed in cheap, worn-out winter clothes and with a cheap sword hanging from his waist, he probably looked inexperienced in fighting. It was understandable that the old man was worried he would be taken out in one punch.

In the first place, a man who was confident in his skills would take care of his weapon, but even a non-combatant could see that Ritz didn't care for this sword.

But Ritz cherished his own beloved sword and never neglected its maintenance. It was just that the one he was holding was a cheap one he had no attachment to.

"You can’t judge a book by its cover, you know."

At Ritz’s confident words, the owner, though half-doubting, gave a wry smile and nodded.

"Alright. If you can settle this, I’ll give you a bottle on the house."

"I’d prefer a pricey one, though. What’s the best you’ve got?"

"…I’ll think about it."

"Alright!"

The prospect of free, good booze filled him with motivation.

"Alright, alright, excuse me for a moment."

He pushed through the wall of the drunk man's companions and unceremoniously stood before the rough-looking men. For a moment, the men stood frozen, as if taken aback.

"This is terrible. Youngsters these days don’t know when to hold back."

As he muttered to himself, the men’s sharp gazes pierced him.

"What, brother, you looking for a fight?"

"Well, yeah. There’s free booze on the line."

While cracking a joke, Ritz slightly lowered his center of gravity. There were five rough-looking men in total. The one who was currently beating up the drunk man seemed to be the leader. If someone who flew off the handle at the slightest provocation was their leader, they couldn’t be that much of a threat. He could handle this with ease.

Calmly observing and concluding as such, the men laughed at Ritz’s eager attitude. They probably thought that with the odds against him, Ritz couldn’t do anything.

But that was a naive assumption.

Lately, he had been a bit out of shape and frustrated. There was no way he was going to miss this perfect chance to go all out and get free booze.

"If you don’t want to get hurt, you should back off…"

Before one of the men could finish, Ritz soundlessly dropped his hips and delivered a powerful kick to the back of the man’s knee.

The man fell backward ungracefully. He crashed to the floor with the table, making a loud noise.

At the pathetic sight, the men stood there, stunned. In that opening, Ritz calmly walked over to the man who had been beaten.

"Hey you, can you stand?"

"…Yeah."

"Alright, then stay back."

"Sorry about that."

Supported by his friends who were finally able to move, the beaten man retreated to a corner of the shop. The other customers also began to move to the corners of the shop, little by little.

In this situation, where a fight was inevitable, this was wiser than making a fuss or running outside. If they directed the opponent's anger toward themselves, there was no telling what would happen.

"Alright, this makes it easier to fight. So, what’ll it be, fellas?"

Ritz said this in a deliberately provocative tone and took a stance. The stunned men began to stir.

"Y-you bastard!"

"Get him!"

He kicked the first man who rushed in, in the stomach, and elbowed the second in the face. After kicking the two men who had fallen groaning to make sure they couldn't move, Ritz glared at the remaining two.

The two remaining men had drawn daggers. From the glint of the blades, he could tell they weren’t just for show.

They were well-sharpened. But they had probably never killed a person with those daggers.

They were too clean.

"You’ll pay for that."

The man who seemed to be the leader said as he slowly closed the distance with Ritz. Ritz drew the sword from his waist, sheath and all.

He couldn’t very well draw his sword and start a sword fight here. Ritz had a reputation to maintain. If the Military Police were called later, it would become a big deal, and he had a promise with Anna.

Ritz, for the time being, held his sword at the ready and stared intently at the leader. This man, if possible, wouldn’t he just go away somewhere?

At times like these, Ritz had a trick up his sleeve. Bluffing.

Franz called it cunning, but there was no problem with using his actual career to threaten someone.

"Just so you know, I’ve been a mercenary captain before…"

"So what!"

The man flinched slightly at Ritz’s words. He seemed to be doubting whether it was true or not. It was true that from Ritz’s appearance, it would be difficult to believe his words right away.

"So, could you please not make me draw my sword?"

"…"

The man saw Ritz’s sword stance and took a step back. That much should tell him that he was no amateur.

With one more push, this man might back down.

He completely changed his good-natured expression and tone, rewinding time to before he met Anna. Then he quietly stared into the eyes of the man burning with anger.

"I’m telling you to back off, unless you want to die."

A cold expression, as if smiling mockingly, enough to frighten his opponent… It was the exact attitude he had acquired during his mercenary days.

The leader took another step back.

It was safe to say that his attitude had decided the outcome of this fight. The conclusion was visible before the fight even began.

"…"

"If you want to die, then come at me. I’ll be your opponent."

As Ritz slowly closed the distance with a faint smile, sweat beaded on the leader’s forehead. His gaze began to waver slowly, and Ritz noticed that he was trembling with fear.

*Well now, is he still going to do it? It would be a problem if he was so stupid he didn’t back down now.*

His expression remained unchanged, but inside, he was calmly sizing up the man. Eventually, the man, as if to control his trembling hands, sheathed his dagger.

In front of his underlings, the man desperately put strength into his knees to keep them from shaking. He had probably never been in a situation where his life was in real danger before.

"Boss."

As his companions looked at him with concern, the man bit his lip and headed for the exit with a rough stride.

"B-Boss…"

"We’re outta here."

"Yes, sir!"

The man who had been taken down first and another somehow managed to stand up and, lending a shoulder to the two who were still unable to move, the men left the shop.

Finally, the leader was the only one left.

"Don’t think you can get away with this."

To the man who said this while looking at Ritz with eyes burning with anger, Ritz, having returned his sword to his waist, gave a playful shrug and replied.

"I’d rather you let me."

The man, who was about to leave, suddenly turned back.

"…What’s your name?"

"I’m not obligated to answer."

"That’s right."

Without saying anything more, the man left the shop. When the door closed with a bang, a sigh of relief flowed through the shop.

The customers also began to return to their seats in twos and threes.

"It’s been a while since I’ve had a good brawl."

Ritz, having vented the stress accumulated from his daily desk work on the men, took a deep breath.

It was probably terrible for the opponents who got beaten up, but the久しぶりの運動はやはり心地がいい. I would have liked to fight a more skilled opponent, but that was asking too much.

"Good work. You were a mercenary, weren’t you? So, from Tarnien?"

Tarnien was a country in the northeast of the continent that was perpetually embroiled in war. The westernmost city of Tarnien, Shujun, was a battlefield known as the city of mercenaries.

"Well, until this summer."

"Wow, that’s impressive. You really can’t judge a book by its cover."

"Well, yeah."

The owner would probably never guess that he was now a guardian to two children and a minister of this country.

"It’s been a while, so my shoulders are actually more stiff now."

As Ritz was rotating his arms, the man who had been beaten earlier approached him and took his hand.

"You saved me. Thank you."

"Don’t worry about it. I just fought for some free booze. Right, old man?"

"?"

The man didn’t understand and looked at Ritz’s face with a confused expression. The owner lightly tapped the man’s shoulder.

"That’s right, don’t worry about it. I just made a bet with this brother here."

"?"

"Well, from now on, don’t drink near guys like that."

"Yeah, I won’t."

The commotion had finally subsided, and the shop had returned to its usual lively atmosphere. But he could tell that people were glancing at him from time to time. It wasn't an unpleasant gaze; they were probably just using him as a topic of conversation over their drinks.

He didn’t dislike being the subject of friendly curiosity.

"It’s a stroke of luck that the table didn’t break."

As he was helping the owner right the fallen table where the men had been sitting, Ritz spotted something shiny.

It was a golden hair ornament.

"What’s this?"

It was small but heavy to the touch. There was no doubt; this hair ornament was made of real, pure gold.

"Is this yours, old man?"

"No, it’s not."

"Then, is it yours?"

Ritz showed the hair ornament to the man who had been beaten.

"It’s not."

"…Then it must be theirs."

But it would be strange to chase after them to return it. Looking at it, he saw that there were small words carved on the back of the hair ornament. ‘This shall be the key that brings you wealth,’ it said.

It didn't mean anything to Ritz, but perhaps it had some meaning to that man.

"I guess I’ll keep it."

Ritz picked up the golden hair ornament and carelessly stuffed it into the pocket of his winter coat. To Ritz, alcohol and food were far more appealing than accessories.

"Alright, I’m drinking tonight! Hey, old man, bring me the most expensive bottle!"

"…A promise is a promise, can’t be helped."

The owner reluctantly placed the most expensive bottle of whiskey in the shop in front of Ritz. This one bottle was worth more than a giltz.

"So, I have to pay for the food?"

"…Can’t be helped. Tonight, I’ll treat you to everything, brother."

"You’re a generous one, old man! Alright, I’m drinking my fill tonight!"

"Yeah, drink up, drink up!"

And so, that night, Ritz drank a lot and got very drunk. Normally, one would think that those men might attack him on the way home and drink accordingly, but he had somehow ended up drinking too much in a cheerful mood.

For Ritz, who had a high tolerance for alcohol, this was a rare occurrence.

Basically, since coming to the capital, Ritz had not had anything particularly fun or happy happen to him.

After about a month of living in a state close to house arrest, he thought that no one could complain if he got like this with a rare sense of freedom and elation, Ritz thought as he was getting drunk.

In the end, Ritz was not attacked by those rough-looking men that night, but he did face a life-threatening crisis on par with being attacked by them.

Ritz had confidence from past experience that no matter how drunk he got, he could always find his way back to his lodgings.

On this day too, he had certainly returned home.

However(however), returning home and entering the house to rest are two different things.

Somehow having made it back by instinct, Ritz had comfortably fallen asleep in his own garden.

And that night, the weather in Sears was snow.
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When Anna woke and got dressed, she went out into the garden for her morning prayers and cleaning.

Amidst the snow-covered scenery, she breathed in the crisp morning air. Just as she finished her prayer, letting out a puff of white breath, she spotted it.

"…Huh? There’s a pile of snow in just one spot."

There, in a part of the garden that was usually empty, was a single, plump, white mound. She had never seen so much snow fall in one place before.

"Wow, that's so strange! Things like this happen? The city really is amazing!"

Impressed, and eager to feel her feet sink into the snow for the first time in a while, Anna brought her feet together and leaped onto the little mountain with all her might.

"Hiyah!"

"…Ouch."

The landing had a strange elasticity to it. This wasn't snow. And what’s more, the little snow mountain had just spoken…

"Huh?"

"I tell you every morning not to jump on me…"

The voice was terribly hoarse and low, but Anna recognized it. In fact, they were the voice and words she had heard every day since setting out on her journey. She was so shocked that she forgot to get off and just crouched down on the spot.

"Ow… You're heavy."

The snow mountain spoke again.

"…Ritz?"

"Yeah… so please get off."

Anna scrambled off the mound of snow. Looking closely, she saw that the snow had piled up in the shape of a person. A large person.

The moment she realized what it was, the color drained from her face. For a second, she was on the verge of panic.

"Why are you sleeping out here?!"

"Mm… Come to think of it, it’s cold."

"Ritz, this is the garden! The garden!"

"…The garden? I was at the tavern… Ah, so I didn't make it home…"

Ritz’s voice, muttering as if delirious, was so hoarse she couldn't quite make it out. Confused, she brushed the snow off him, along with her own footprints on his back.

Finally, Ritz’s full form came into view. The face she uncovered was white. Or rather, Ritz’s sun-tanned skin had gone beyond white to an ashen, earthy color.

Not knowing what to do, she fretted, brushing the snow off Ritz as he murmured faintly.

"Still… it’s cold…"

She could tell Ritz was trying to muster his strength to get inside. She tried to help, but a small girl like Anna was no match for a grown man who was taller and twice her weight.

She knew she had to get someone, but she didn’t know if it was okay to leave Ritz here.

"Go get Franz and Evans. I don’t think I can stand…"

Ritz mumbled in a raspy voice, and then he didn't move a muscle.

"No, you can't be!"

Her mind spun with confusion, and she shook him. But there was no response at all. His head just hung limply. Not even his fingertips twitched.

*Could he be… dead? No, right?*

The moment she thought it, an unbearable fear washed over her.

If Ritz died, Anna wouldn't know what to do.

"Franz! Annie! Evans-san!"

Helpless, Anna screamed as she shook Ritz. At the sound of her voice, Annie came flying out in a panic.

*'What is it, Anna?'*

"Help! Ritz is going to die!"

*'!'*

As she screamed at Annie in a panic, Evans, having heard the commotion, also rushed out from the house.

"What's wrong?"

He asked, but then he immediately noticed Ritz lying on the ground, and his face, too, went pale.

"It’s Ritz! He’s not moving!"

Evans knelt beside Anna, who was clinging to Ritz in her confusion. He took Ritz’s hand and ordered Annie.

"Annie, wake up Franz-kun."

*'I'm on it.'*

Annie scurried away.

"Anna-chan, go call a doctor. Understand?"

Evans gently instructed her.

"But, Ritz…"

"It's all right. He has a pulse. He’s alive."

At those words, all the strength left her body, and she felt tears welling up in her eyes.

"He’s alive…"

She was so scared. She really thought he was dead. But this was no time to be crying.

"Now, go."

Anna nodded. It seemed that was all she could do.

"Ritz, I’m going to get a doctor right now, so you better not die!"

Anna shouted into Ritz’s ear, then took off running without even putting on her winter coat.

"Normally, he'd be dead."

With those parting words, the doctor left. Spending a night buried in the snow in the middle of winter—any normal person would have died, no question.

Franz was so exasperated he couldn’t find any words for Ritz.

*Who sleeps in the garden on a snowy day? Seriously.* He had recently learned of the complexities of Ritz's inner world, but this made him wonder if it was all an act and he was actually just an idiot.

It seemed he’d also caused trouble for Kenny, who had left with the doctor. While the doctor was examining Ritz, Franz had heard the full story.

Apparently, Anna had caused quite a stir when she went to fetch the doctor. Having just moved in and barely walked around the Royal Capital, she had rushed out of the house with no idea where to find a doctor.

In her panic, she hadn't run to an information center in the city, but of all places, to the Inspectorate office at the castle. She must have remembered the location from her previous visit.

She had gone seeking Kenny's help, but thanks to this move, the news that Ritz had collapsed was now known to both Edward and Shasta.

Lately, Kenny had been placed in a position akin to a personal servant for the king and his ministers. That was why they could summon him so easily.

Somehow, Franz seemed to be the only one who felt bad about it.

In any case, Kenny had calmed the frantic Anna down and, looking troubled, had requested an audience with the king, bringing Anna with him.

When Edward heard that Ritz had been found passed out in the garden, he apparently burst out laughing, earning him a teary-eyed glare from Anna and a scolding from Shasta.

From there, Shasta, Edward, and Kenny held a discussion.

In the current situation, they couldn't let the castle physician see Ritz without his disguise. They decided to call Kenny's personal doctor, who lived closer to their house than the castle.

It was a huge hassle just to call a doctor for Ritz while he was hiding his identity. He could have at least had the decency to consider that before passing out wherever he pleased.

But thinking about that now was pointless.

By the time the examination was over, and he and Evans had managed to change the clothes of the motionless Ritz and toss him into bed, it was nearly noon.

It had truly been a chaotic morning.

Evans had rushed off to his duties at the Main Temple of Light. He was a high-ranking priest belonging to the Main Temple of the Light Spirit King in the Royal Capital of Yuresla. Apparently, his position would be in jeopardy if his married life with Annie became known.

Franz, who remained behind, wouldn't be satisfied until he got in a sarcastic remark or two at Ritz's expense.

"Good for you, having such a sturdy body."

He said coldly to Ritz after the doctor left. Ritz, who had regained some consciousness, was half-buried in his bed, glaring resentfully at Franz.

"Camping out is fine and all, but you might want to think a little. It's winter."

As Franz spat out the words, Ritz coughed as if trying to retort. It seemed the normally silver-tongued Ritz couldn't manage a comeback.

For Franz, who was always being outwitted, there wasn't a shred of sympathy for Ritz in this state. Besides, this time, Franz was in the right.

"You'd best stay quietly in bed for a while."

When Franz declared this, Ritz let out something like a sigh and closed his eyes. Franz had never seen him so quiet. Not getting a reply was almost anticlimactic.

A short while later, he checked on Ritz and found him completely asleep. It had been a long time, not since the royal palace, that he'd seen Ritz sleeping. Come to think of it, Franz had never once seen Ritz sleep during their journey.

Sighing, he left the room and found Annie standing there. When Annie had first become their maid, he had tensed up every time he encountered the ghost, but he had managed to overcome that now.

Next to Annie stood Anna, who had finally calmed down from the morning's chaos. He remembered the doctor saying that if Anna had used healing magic on the collapsed Ritz on the spot, his condition would have been a little better.

*Composure is vital,* Franz told himself. He resolved to try to remain calm whenever he was with Ritz and Anna.

"Annie, Anna, I'm leaving him to you."

He said to the two of them, then went down the stairs with another sigh, not looking back.

Ritz had completely ruined his plans for the day. He was supposed to have received some of the old books that had turned up when Evans moved.

He heard two voices from behind him.

"Take care."

*'Take care.'*

They weren't family, and if you traced it back, they were just strangers, yet being sent off like this felt strange. But it tickled a place in his heart, and it certainly wasn't unpleasant.

"I'm off."

Franz put on the winter gear hanging by the entrance and stepped out into the air filled with the presence of winter. It was a fine, clear day. The deep blue sky, unique to winter, stretched out without a single cloud.

Time flew. When they had set out from Saradio, it had been the height of autumn, but now it was already December. He couldn't help but feel that his surroundings, and even himself, were changing at a tremendous speed.

Franz shivered, pulling the front of his warm coat tighter. The temperature had probably risen a little since morning, but it was still cold.

Thanks to the weather, the snow on the stone pavement had mostly disappeared. It still lay in patches on the dirt, but that would likely vanish soon, too. Winter had only just begun, and there wasn't much snow. In the first place, Sears didn't get the heavy accumulations seen in Saradio, located in the northern part of the kingdom.

If this had been the northern part of the kingdom, Ritz would have certainly been buried in snow and died. Freezing to death in your own garden was too ridiculous to even be a joke.

Evans had already left for the church, so he would have to go directly to the dormitory. He would have to see the church another time.

Recently, Franz's life had revolved around books. Books about magical tools and spirit magic. The reason, of course, was to investigate what his master had told him to.

Who was this Artis, and what was Orphe? Unfortunately, the answers didn't seem like they would be found so easily.

Franz turned up the collar of his coat and started walking. He would carry as many books as he could today. The thought somehow quickened his pace.

He wanted to read as much material as he could, gather as much information as possible, and uncover his master's identity quickly. An urgency pushed him forward, a feeling that he couldn't live without knowing.

Just who in the world was his master?

Meanwhile, Anna, Annie, and Ritz, asleep in bed, were left at home.

Having finally gotten around to a late breakfast, Anna finished her toast and stirred her warm, post-meal milk tea, which was full of honey. Annie the ghost, though she didn't eat, sat at the table with her and sighed.

Anna had been sighing at the same time, so they looked at each other and laughed.

"That was quite a morning, wasn't it?"

It had been an incomparably busy morning.

*'It really was.'*

When there were guests in this house, Annie had the hardest time. After all, she was a ghost who couldn't frighten the guests, and as a maid, she had to give instructions.

Even ghosts get tired… apparently.

"I didn't know adults could get such a bad cold."

Ritz currently couldn't speak or even stand. Although they'd finally gotten him to take some medicine, he didn't seem able to eat. It was common for children to have symptoms like that with a cold, but this was the first time she'd seen it in an adult.

*'Of course he would. He slept outside in the middle of winter.'*

"You're right."

*'It’s amazing he didn’t die.'*

"…You’re right about that, too…"

She held her milk tea in both hands to warm them, sighing once more.

"I wonder what I should do…"

She murmured while resting her cheek on her hand, and Annie gave her a puzzled look.

*'What are you going to do about what?'*

"What can I do for Ritz?"

Knowing the Ritz who was always so detached, so unshaken no matter what happened, Anna found this situation incredibly surprising.

That's why she had no idea what to do, nor how she could be of any help.

*'What is there to worry about?'*

"But it's Ritz, you know?"

*'The master is still human, isn't he?'*

"He’s of the Spirit Tribe, but… yeah, he’s human."

She nodded seriously, and Annie smiled gently.

*'Why don't you do for him what you were happy to have done for you when you had a cold?'*

It was such a simple thing, but for Anna, it was a revelation. She didn't need to think about it being *Ritz*; she just needed to think of him as a sick person.

"Oh, right. Of course!"

Anna rarely got sick, but when she did as a child, her adoptive father, Father Anton, would always get her favorite fruits from somewhere and feed them to her.

At times like that, she had felt a warm, gentle happiness from her foster father's love.

"Okay, I'll ask Ritz what he wants to eat and get it ready!"

In the end, what she came up with was food.

*'…Yes. That's a good idea.'*

"Thanks for the meal. I'll take this with me!"

Leaving the cleanup to Annie, she grabbed a basin of cold water and a towel and went back into Ritz’s room on the second floor.

Ritz's room was the largest in the house, a two-room suite consisting of a study and a bedroom. Ritz himself had insisted a smaller room would be fine, but Evans and Annie had forced this room on him, declaring that he was the master of the house.

Because of that, Ritz's bedroom was quite far back. First, opening the door from the hallway revealed a study with a magnificent, completely empty bookshelf, a huge desk, a sofa, and a table.

Stored on the display shelf, which was likely intended for expensive ornaments, were several bottles of liquor. Apparently, Edward sometimes came over for a drink.

Beyond that was another door, which led to Ritz's bedroom. Opening it revealed a spacious room filled with sunlight. Being at the end of the second floor, this room had three large windows.

This had apparently been the master bedroom of the previous mansion's owners. Though Ritz didn't use them, there was a bathroom and a toilet, which had also been beautifully renovated. Come to think of it, even if they weren't used normally, they would be necessary when he was sick like today.

The expensive bed and the canopy hanging from the ceiling were luxuriously aristocratic. Ritz had tried to get rid of them during the renovations, but the contractors' kindness… or rather, their amusement… had led to them being sumptuously restored.

In that bed, which seemed strangely ill-suited for him, lay Ritz, his face flushed with fever, breathing with difficulty as he slept. His carelessly cut bangs were stuck to his forehead with sweat, and he looked somehow pained.

After adding more wood to the fireplace to keep the room warm, she gently touched his forehead; he was still quite hot. As sturdy as he was, she thought, sleeping in the snow without any cover was a bad idea.

The enamel basin she had brought contained ice water. As for ice to cool him down, there was an endless supply today, since it was so cold.

She wrung out a cold towel, wiped the sweat from his forehead, then chilled it again and placed it on his brow. She was always the one being looked after, so looking after him like this made her a little happy.

*Should I wipe his body?* As she wondered if he would dislike that, being an adult, Ritz's eyes fluttered open.

His dark brown eyes, usually nonchalant and cheerful, were slightly bloodshot and unfocused.

"Sorry, did I wake you?"

"…"

Ritz didn’t answer, but his eyes were still open. They were glazed over, and she couldn't tell where he was looking or what he was seeing, but if he was awake, this was a good time.

"Ritz, is there anything you want to eat?"

"…"

"Huh? What?"

He mumbled something deliriously, and unable to catch it, Anna leaned in to ask again.

"Cream stew from the Cheerful Seaman Inn."

She had to put her ear to his lips to finally hear it. Ritz had definitely mumbled those words.

"Cream stew from the Cheerful Seaman Inn, right? Got it."

Jotting it down, Anna found herself in a bit of a bind. She hadn't expected him to request a specific restaurant. If it were just regular cream stew, she could make it at home, but this she would have to go out and buy.

She loved Ritz, and he was always taking care of her, so she wanted to grant his request while he was sick, no matter what.

"I'll go buy it for you."

By the time Anna, having made her decision, announced this to Ritz, his eyes had closed again. It was the first time she'd seen him sleeping so defenselessly, and it felt fresh and made her a little happy, but she was still worried.

"Okay, I'm gonna do my best and go buy it!"

Anna struck a guts pose, psyching herself up.

It was just shopping, but it was also *shopping*.

Anna took a deep breath and solidified her resolve once more. If she didn't, she'd get nervous.

Because this would be the first time Anna had gone shopping alone since coming to the Royal Capital.

When she went downstairs and told Annie she was going shopping, Annie looked back at her, perplexed.

*'Are you sure you'll be okay going out alone?'*

"Yep. Annie, do you know a place called the Cheerful Seaman Inn?"

*'I don't. But if it's called the Seaman Inn, it must be near the port.'*

"You're right. Okay, I'll go check it out."

*'But near the port is…'*

With Annie's worried voice behind her, Anna began preparing to leave, putting on a slightly ill-fitting hand-me-down coat and wrapping a hand-me-down scarf around her neck.

It was a slightly daunting first errand, but if it was a request from Ritz, who was always looking out for her, she had no choice but to go.

Besides, there was nothing else she could do for him right now, and more than anything, she wanted to be useful to Ritz.

*'Anna, the area near the port is dangerous.'*

Annie said again, her voice laced with worry.

"I'll be fine. I'm just going to buy some stew."

*'But still.'*

To a troubled-looking Annie, Anna replied as cheerfully as she could.

"It's okay!"

*'…All right. But please don't do anything reckless.'*

Annie finally relented, sighing as she said it.

*Is it really a place to be so worried about?* She was a little anxious, but she had to go.

"Okay. Please look after Ritz for me."

Putting the money Franz had entrusted to her in her bag, Anna cheerfully dashed out of the house.

"I'm off!"

*'Be careful, Anna!'*

"I will!"

Leaving the house, Anna descended the main road that led from the mansion, away from the royal castle and towards the outer city. The road here was paved with cobblestones, so the snow had been cleanly cleared away.

Still, it was cold enough for Ritz to have frozen; it was cold again today. This was likely the start of the real winter.

She walked quickly down the slope, her breath white in the air. She was quite anxious, but for some reason, her heart was racing with excitement. A new experience is always fun, no matter how old you are.

Eventually, she reached a large road that intersected hers at a right angle. She had come this far with Ritz and Franz before.

This was the main street that ran through the center of the city, connecting to the traveler's district. It was deeply moving to think she had walked this road all the way from the far north.

Ritz had said this road connected the city entrance of Sears with the port. So, if she wanted to go to the port, she just had to walk straight.

Since the shop was apparently in the port area, she should have no problem if she just walked straight down this road toward the sea.

Her destination was near the port. As long as she could get to the port, she probably wouldn't get lost.

"Um, it's this way, right?"

Without hesitation, Anna turned towards the port. This road, called Central Avenue, was a commercial district running through the middle of the city, so the crowds were immense.

People bustled back and forth on both sides of the road, and public horse-drawn carriages ran down the center. Private carriages required a permit, but the public ones ran routes covering every corner of the city, able to take you anywhere.

Anna walked down the lively main street, looking around curiously. Unused to crowds, she bumped into people several times and had to apologize.

But even that was interesting. She'd never seen such a crowd when she was in the village, and since coming to this city, she'd spent most of her time at the palace or the house, so she didn't recall bumping into others much.

Besides, walking through the city alone made things she hadn't noticed before seem incredibly fresh.

"Wow, this restaurant looks expensive…"

She peeked into each shop, whispering her thoughts to herself.

"This chair is so nice… It would be cute in the drawing room."

This was the first time she had ever been able to wander around the city so freely. Franz had no interest in anything other than their destination, and Ritz barely looked at anything that didn't catch his own interest.

Even if she tried asking those two, "Isn't that cute?" the answer she'd get would be something like, "You think so?" so it was completely unsatisfying.

This kind of thing was really a girl's pleasure. But as it stood, Anna had no friends with whom to share such joys. She wanted to come with Annie, but she was a ghost, with no physical body.

If she were to lend Annie her body just to get out of the house, there would be no point in coming together at all.

At times like these, Anna would fondly remember Lira, the friend she had made in the city of Faldina.

"If only Lira were here… it would be so much fun."

With her, they could have surely looked at the shops together and had a fun time drinking tea. It was only about a month ago, but it felt so nostalgic.

As she peeked into one shop after another, she realized she had spent a considerable amount of time and steeled her resolve.

"No, no, I have to finish my shopping first!"

Murmuring to herself, Anna looked straight ahead and started walking toward the port.

The Royal Capital Sears was a truly massive city. It wasn't just people on foot who traversed the main street. Carriages and horses came and went, with no set flow of traffic. For a city novice like Anna, even walking in a straight line was a challenge.

Bumping into people left and right, Anna looked for all the world like a country bumpkin who had come to the Royal Capital for sightseeing.

Come to think of it, Ritz had said something like, *'In the city, country folk get targeted and run into trouble.'*

Franz had nodded next to him with a serious face, so it was probably true. She'd brushed it off at the time, but what kind of trouble was he talking about?

Anna couldn't quite imagine.

As she was remembering this, someone from behind bumped into her hard. It didn't feel like an accident; it felt intentional.

"Ouch!"

She stumbled and complained, and a boy in a cap glanced up at her.

"Oops, my bad."

In that moment of surprise, Anna's grip on her bag loosened. The boy seized the opportunity and snatched it.

"Hey, my bag!"

The boy who had snatched her bag noticed her cry and took off at an incredible speed. She was stunned for a moment, but the words he threw back at her brought her to her senses.

"Don't take it personally!"

Of course she'd take it personally. If that bag was taken, it would be a disaster.

"Wait!"

It wasn't the bag that was important, it was the money inside. After all, that money was originally under Franz's management. If she told him it was stolen, it would be a serious problem.

With Ritz sick in bed, there was no one who could save her from Franz.

Anna chased after the boy, running with all her might. Her legs and back, already strong from farm work, had been further toned by walking on their journey. She had no intention of losing to a boy who had only ever lived in this city, large as it was, with its defined boundaries.

Gradually, the distance between them shrank. The boy who had snatched her bag glanced back, then ran desperately in a panic.

"I said wait!"

Her outstretched hand brushed past the boy as she ran, but she couldn't quite catch him. But she still had plenty of energy. Above all, she had to get back what was stolen.

"Why are you so fast?!"

She heard the boy ahead of her complain. He seemed to be out of breath. Anna closed the distance rapidly. At some point, they had turned off the main street and entered a less crowded road.

"I'm definitely not going to lose!"

"You're persistent!"

*Now that there are fewer people, maybe I can try that technique?*

The thought popped into Anna's head. In this situation, it probably wouldn't hurt to give it a try.

As the boy fled desperately, Anna issued her final warning to his back.

"I said wait! If you don't, I'll shoot!"

The boy, not understanding, continued to run in confusion. Anna stopped, raised her hands above her head, and focused her mind. She could feel the water spirits slowly gathering.

"Fly, Water Sphere!"

A sphere of water, born from the glow in her palm, flew shining toward the boy. Unfortunately, the sphere passed just barely by his side.

"I knew it wouldn't hit…"

"Crap! She's a spirit user!"

The boy's voice, almost a scream, reached Anna's ears. He probably never imagined that she was a spirit user.

If it was so bad, he should just stop.

"I told you to wait!"

Anna threw the [Water Sphere]s she had just learned and had absolutely no control over at the fleeing boy.

She had only come to do some shopping today, so she didn't have the Earth Spirit's arrows, which would have stopped the boy's legs more easily. Now, she had no choice but to fight with what she had.

Suddenly, Franz's face flashed in her mind. When Franz had given her that money, he had worn a serious expression and instructed her not to waste it and to be frugal.

Perhaps because she remembered that, her control faltered for a moment. *No, no, I have to concentrate.*

"I said stop! It’s not my fault if you get hit!"

"Like I'd let that happen!"

Perhaps realizing that Anna's [Water Sphere]s had low accuracy, the boy ran desperately. She really needed to practice properly, or this was completely useless.

Moreover, it wasn't just the direction of the [Water Sphere] that was out of her control. Anna, who had been trying to create a small sphere that would fit in her palm, lost control, and a sphere large enough to overflow from both her hands formed.

And she still hadn't been taught by Evans and Franz how to make it disappear midway.

"Whoa! Why is this one so… big!"

Flustered by the massive [Water Sphere] in her hands, she instinctively threw it at the boy.

"Ah! I threw it!"

If it hit, he would get hurt. No, it might be worse than just getting hurt. In a panic, Anna shouted at the boy.

"Look out! Dodge!"

"Huh?"

The boy turned around at Anna's desperate shout, saw the fifty to sixty-centimeter-diameter sphere of water hurtling toward him, stood frozen, and screamed.

"You've gotta be kidding me!"

Frozen in shock and terror, the boy didn't move. Anna tried to shield him, but she was too far away and wouldn't make it in time.

The inevitable result was that the [Water Sphere] hit the boy directly.

"Waaaaaaaaah!!"

The moment Anna, the one who had shot it, flinched, the boy was sent flying.

"Whoa… it actually hit…"

She couldn't help but murmur. The boy, along with the [Water Sphere], was slammed face-first into the ground. Rushing over to him, Anna found herself shouting at the top of her lungs.

"I'm sooooo sorry!!"

But there was no reply from the boy; he went limp and didn't move. *What should I do?* For a moment, she started to panic, then she remembered something.

This was the second person she'd seen knocked unconscious today.
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It was dusk when Ritz awoke, the soft evening sun pouring into the room. He had sensed someone entering.

"Did I wake you?"

"…Why are you here…"

He tried to protest in a hoarse voice, but the person he was protesting to had a cool expression.

"I couldn't pass up the chance to see a real-life example of the saying that even an idiot can catch a cold, could I?"

"…Don’t need… your concern…"

This man, dressed in commoner's clothes and casually insulting Ritz, was, of course, Edward.

It was a mystery how he could wander around so freely without a proper disguise, just his blond hair tied back carelessly and a hat on, without anyone recognizing him as the king. Perhaps people's common sense, the idea that *'the king wouldn't be in a place like this,'* served as his cloak.

"Still, you're a tough one. I hear you were buried in snow for a whole night."

"…"

"Anna was making a huge fuss. I thought you were a goner for sure, but you're surprisingly hard to kill."

"…Shut up."

Despite his wheezing, labored breaths, Ritz realized he was feeling better than he had that morning.

In the morning his consciousness had been hazy, but now it was clear, and he was even starting to feel a little hungry. Other than the difficulty breathing and the lack of strength in his body, he seemed to be recovering smoothly.

Being called 'hard to kill' by Edward was irritating, but he had to admit, he really was durable.

"…What did… you come for?"

"…Patty…"

Edward mumbled with a sigh. In the direction of his gaze was a basket overflowing with fruit and what looked like a pile of clothes. Apparently, Edward had brought all this baggage with him.

By the way, Patty was the nickname for Patricia, the queen of this country. In other words, Edward's wife. She and Ritz were also old acquaintances.

"…What is all that?"

"Get-well gifts, she said."

With Ritz unable to get up, Edward explained.

"First, this is apparently a fruit assortment. Looks like they just stuffed in whatever fruit they had in the palace kitchen."

Indeed, just as Edward said, the basket looked like it was crammed with a random, chaotic assortment of fruits with no rhyme or reason.

But what was he supposed to do with such a massive quantity of fruit?

"She said fruit is good for a cold."

"…Can’t eat that much…"

He was grateful for the concern, but the amount was absurd. Did she think he was a cow or a horse?

Come to think of it, she had lived among men since she was a child, so she was boisterous in everything she did. Remembering that, he sank back into the bed.

"And these clothes are changes of sleepwear. She said you'd need a lot of changes when you have a cold, and that you probably don't have many since you just moved in."

"That’s helpf—"

He was about to express his genuine gratitude, but Edward opened the basket full of clothes with a sigh.

"I should warn you, Patty just picked these out at random, so I have no idea if there's anything in your size."

"Wha…?"

"She said she couldn't have them tailored and brought over since she didn't know your size."

Perhaps this was the kind of situation where one used the phrase 'the road to hell is paved with good intentions.'

"…I don't need that many…"

"I figured. At the very least, I'll take mine back."

"Huh?"

"I told you she picked them out at random. Most of what's in here are my sleepwear and my son's. I think there are some for guests, too. You should be able to wear the largest guest size, right? Though, the length will obviously be too short."

"Take everything but the guest ones… with you."

Having said his piece, Ritz sank back into the bed. Just opening his mouth was tiring. He rarely caught colds, so maybe his body felt it more acutely.

"I'm eating this."

Whether he knew how the sick man felt or not, Edward began peeling and eating one of the fruits he'd brought.

Edward was probably just using this visit as an excuse to slack off. In that case, leaving him be wouldn't be a problem.

The proof was that he casually took a book out of his coat pocket and began to read. And from the looks of it, it was a book for entertainment, something far removed from work.

Ritz dazedly tossed the lukewarm cotton towel from his head into a nearby basin. He didn't know who had put it there, but changing it was too much trouble, so this was fine.

"Come to think of it…"

Edward, having finished his first piece of fruit, turned to Ritz.

"You've hired a strange maid. Is that the ghost that was in this house?"

"Yeah."

Edward knew the gist of what had happened in this house, but it seemed he couldn't believe in a ghost maid until he'd actually seen Annie's form.

"I've lived a long time, but I've never seen a ghost maid before."

"I bet."

Ritz had never seen one either. He certainly never thought he'd hire one.

What's more, this ghost's husband was a light spirit user and a priest. Something like this was probably unprecedented.

"But she seems like a nice girl. You can tell once you talk to her."

"Yeah."

Apparently, Edward had been talking with Annie until Ritz woke up.

"I don't see Anna. Did she go out?"

"…Don't know."

Ritz finally realized. With all this rare fruit here, it was strange that Anna hadn't come to this room. Where there was food, there was Anna.

And what's more, fruit was her absolute favorite. What a rare occurrence.

"Where… did she go… that girl?"

As Ritz tilted his head in concern, Edward casually replied while peeling his next piece of fruit.

"She probably wanted to go out for a bit while you're home. The maid said that since you and Franz are never home, Anna is always on house-sitting duty."

"…"

Who knew what was being said about him while he was asleep, Ritz thought, sighing secretly.

Ⅳ

"Ugh…"

"You're awake?"

Anna finally let out a sigh of relief. This boy had been unconscious for quite a long time. The impact must have been in a bad spot.

She had desperately used healing magic, but it had taken a considerable amount of time for him to recover.

"…Who are you?"

The boy looked up at Anna, bewildered. He wore a deeply confused expression. After she had hit him with the [Water Sphere], Anna had been at a loss as the boy lay unconscious. The one who had helped her was an old man with a white beard who introduced himself as a former fisherman.

He said he'd been out for a walk, looking for something interesting to kill time, when he found Anna and the boy and had been enjoyably observing them. The old fisherman had lent them a bed in his house, saying it was his thanks for the amusing show.

"Good for you, missy. The kid's alive."

"I'm so glad."

Anna finally let out a sigh of relief. She had been worried that something terrible might have happened.

His head seemed to hurt, as the boy was rubbing his messy brown hair, but other than that, he looked fine.

"I thought he was dead, I was in such a panic…"

"Nah, a little thing like this won't kill 'im."

The boy was still staring blankly at Anna's face as she chatted amicably with the old man. Anna peered into his face. The boy still hadn't grasped the situation.

Sitting on the chair beside the boy's bed, Anna took his hand.

"I'm sorry. I can't control the Water Sphere yet…"

From the tone of Anna's voice, the boy finally seemed to understand the situation, his eyes widening.

"Hey, you! Ouch ouch ouch…"

As the boy tried to jump up and clutched his head, Anna gently laid him back down and smiled with a mature tone.

"You shouldn't move so suddenly."

Though he looked dissatisfied, the boy reluctantly obeyed Anna and lay down again.

Anna explained the current situation in a gentle, coddling manner. The boy listened in silence with a look that said he didn't like it but had no choice.

Finally, Anna ended her explanation with these words.

"But you know, you shouldn't take other people's things. If you do bad things, the Goddess will surely punish you one day."

"…"

The boy remained silent with a sulky face. After a moment, he opened his mouth, glaring at Anna.

"Does that mean it's okay to hit a civilian with a Water Sphere?"

That was a fair point.

"Yeah, it's not okay, is it? I'm really sorry about that."

But there was something she had to say. Something very important.

"Don't steal anymore, okay? There are people scarier than me out there, you know? It might not end like this next time."

Being lectured by someone around the same age makes anyone want to rebel. She knew that from her experience at the orphanage. It seemed this boy was the same.

"What do you mean, scarier guys? Like there's anyone else who'd sic a spirit on a normal person."

"There is. Someone who throws fireballs."

She was, of course, referring to Franz. He might be sneezing right about now.

"…Liar."

"It's true. He's my companion."

"…"

The boy hung his head dejectedly.

"So I might have been killed by your companion…"

His tone was so serious that Anna panicked.

"He wouldn't kill you! Though you might get hurt a little."

Was that not a very good follow-up? But Anna knew better than anyone that Franz and Ritz would never do something like that to a child.

Just as Ritz always did for her, Anna placed her hand on the head of the boy who was still looking down in silence.

"You see, the old man let us into his house. I asked if you could stay until you're better, so don't worry."

The old man, who had been standing behind Anna all this time, smiled with his sun-tanned face.

"Sure, kid, stay as long as you like. I'm a single man, so I can't do much for ya, though."

"See? You can rest here."

Anna said, then touched the boy's forehead with her palm. The boy tensed up, but Anna gave him a gentle smile to show him it was okay. Finally, the boy's body relaxed.

"O Water Spirit, who governs healing and peace. Heal this wound."

The boy closed his eyes with a look of comfort. Good, it didn't seem to be unpleasant. If she had made him uncomfortable after injuring him, she would have felt terribly sorry.

"There, all done."

When she removed her hand, the boy murmured with a disappointed look.

"Huh, already…"

*Maybe it felt good?* If so, that was great. As Anna thought this and watched the boy, he made a grumpy face and turned away abruptly.

"I'm really sorry. Don't steal anymore, okay?"

As she smiled and was about to stand up, the boy muttered something.

"I can't stop stealing."

It sounded like words from the heart. She didn't know why he'd revealed his true feelings, but she was a little happy. Happy, but she couldn't agree with what he was saying.

"Why?"

"Because I'm an orphan. I don't have parents, and I don't have any other way to eat."

"That's not true."

Anna looked back at the boy with determination. The boy looked at Anna with a surprised expression. But if she faltered here, she wouldn't be able to persuade him, so she firmed her expression.

"There's definitely something you can do."

"There's nothing like that."

To the boy's stubborn words, Anna was just as stubborn in her denial.

"But what's wrong is wrong."

Anna was sad that this child's way of thinking was that stealing was all he had.

But the boy seemed irritated by Anna's attitude and just looked away with a sullen face. When she waited in silence, the boy muttered as if spitting the words out.

"You wouldn't understand. You look so happy."

But Anna was not fazed by those words.

"I do understand. I'm an orphan, too."

"Huh?"

To the boy who had fallen silent in embarrassment, Anna smiled.

"You know, if I didn't have my foster father and my friends at the orphanage, I don't think I would have been happy."

That was why she had been able to live so cheerfully. Anna herself understood that well.

On top of that, she now had Ritz and Franz, who understood and helped her.

"And now I have my companions, so if you say I'm happy, maybe I am."

"…I'm alone."

"I see…"

Faced with a boy who had grown up in such a different environment from her own, Anna didn't know what to say. After thinking for a moment, she made a suggestion to the silent boy.

"Then why don't you make lots of friends from now on?"

The suggestion was so out of the blue that the boy looked stunned for a moment, but then he shook his head as if in disbelief.

"…That's impossible."

"It's not impossible. If you don't give up, I'm sure it'll be okay."

"I told you it's impossible."

"It's not impossible."

Anna believed that from the bottom of her heart. If you don't give up, your wishes will surely come true.

The boy looked up at Anna's face and remained still. He seemed to be deep in thought. Eventually, the boy looked down again.

"…"

He stared at the bed as if the answer were written there. To the boy who had fallen silent, unable to reply, Anna smiled cheerfully.

"I have a great idea!"

"…?"

Saying so brightly, Anna rummaged through her bag. She thought she had some paper and a pen around here somewhere. To the boy who was staring at her, Anna pointed to the paper and pen she had found.

"This, this."

"…What is it?"

"You see, we're friends now."

"Huh?"

It was a notepad for shopping, so the edges were a little crumpled, but she couldn't be picky now. Anna took out a small piece of charcoal for notes and started writing.

"So, when you get better, come visit me. I'll draw you a map right now."

Pressing the hastily drawn map into the boy's hand, Anna beamed.

"I'm Anna. Anna Myers. It's nice to meet you."

"…"

Being handed that, the boy was completely taken aback. The wariness seemed to fade slightly, and he looked up at Anna with a somewhat surprised expression. Maybe he trusted her a little bit now.

Anna, who had been watching the silent boy as if he were her younger brother, suddenly panicked when she saw the wall clock in the old man's house.

"Oh no, I have to go shopping! Sir, I'm counting on you."

Anna hastily slung her bag over her shoulder, stood up, and looked back at the old man.

"Don't worry about it, just go. I'll take care of this kid."

"Yes, please do. See you later. Do your best."

"…"

Through the opened door, Anna could see the sunset. It was already that time. How long had he been asleep?

"Missy, where are you off to shop?"

"A place called the Cheerful Seaman Inn."

Bowing her head slightly, Anna left the house.

The boy, left behind, suddenly felt all his strength drain away as the door closed. What in the world was going on? So many things had happened, he couldn't quite process it all.

"The Cheerful Seaman Inn, eh… What a plucky young lady."

The old man muttered to himself as he walked over. He had noticed from the footsteps, but he deliberately avoided looking at the old man's face.

He felt somewhat embarrassed. The boy sat on the bed, blankly staring at the map the girl had drawn just moments before.

Anna Myers. That was apparently the girl's name.

He had never expected to be asked to be friends by someone he had just met today, and what's more, by the very person he had failed to rob.

Besides, to make friends with your victim and give them your address right after being robbed—that was being too nice for your own good. What was she planning to do if he were a truly bad person with a gang of thieves who robbed the house on this map?

Was she not even considering such a thing, or was it that her companions were so strong she didn't need to worry about it?

And looking closely, the house was located in a high-class residential area.

"There's a limit to how naive you can be."

A reply came to his muttered words.

"That's true."

"Gramps…"

The old man had, without him noticing, been peering at the map from behind.

"Kid, you became friends with that girl, huh?"

"I don't know about that. She's the one who decided it on her own."

The old man didn't answer, just sat in a chair, lit his pipe, and puffed away. Smoke rose gently.

"But listen, kid. Weren't you actually happy when she said you were friends?"

"…No, I wasn't."

The hand that healed his wound was like a mother's. It was gentle, and she was an orphan just like him, so it felt like she might understand him. The thought of that now embarrassed him, and on top of that, he was frustrated that the old man had seen through him.

He looked down, not wanting the old man to see his face. But the old man, without even looking at the boy, calmly gazed at a newspaper, puffed on his pipe, and continued speaking.

"That missy probably meant it. There's not a crooked bone in her body. To a cynical old coot like me, she's almost blindingly bright."

"I don't know anything about that."

Thinking he was being made fun of, the boy stood up from the bed. The pain in his head was almost gone. It seemed he would be fine to leave.

"…Hmph. You're as stubborn as I am."

"Leave me alone."

"Yeah, yeah, I don't care what happens to a brat. But I am worried about the missy."

As the boy put his hand on the door to leave, the old man muttered something that caught his attention.

"You know of the Cheerful Seaman Inn?"

"Yeah, I know it."

"Do you think that missy can get there without getting lost?"

For a moment, he didn't understand what he was being asked, but the instant he did, he was flying out of the old man's house.

"Be careful out there, kid."

"I know!"

That place was in a confusing area. If she got lost and wandered into the back alleys of the slums, it would be terrible. A person who smiled so honestly like that, without any weapon, couldn't possibly come out of there unscathed.

The old man watched the boy's retreating figure with a grin. Living a long life certainly allowed one to see interesting things.

"This year is interesting. The minister returns, and I get to see a girl so honest she's practically a fool. Nothing interesting has happened since the civil war, but it pays to live a long life."

The old man slowly exhaled a puff of smoke.

"This cold is tough on an old man. Guess I'll warm up inside."

With the pipe still in his mouth, the old man closed the door to his house behind him.

Hanging on the door he had just entered was a dirty wooden sign, so quiet that no one would notice it. On that old, almost illegible sign were the words 'Port District Information Center.'

After a short while, the boy who had rushed out caught up to Anna, who was walking leisurely.

"Hey, wait up! I said wait!"

He panted, out of breath, as he tapped Anna on the shoulder.

"Oh? What's wrong?"

Anna looked at him with a blank expression, and he felt all his energy drain away. She was about to head into a complicated and potentially dangerous area, and yet, what was with this lack of tension?

"You're going to the Cheerful Seaman Inn, right?"

"That's right."

It seemed she really didn't think it was that dangerous.

Looking at her face, he made a decision. He hadn't decided whether to be her friend yet, but for today, he would guide her there.

It was an apology for wasting her time trying to steal her bag.

"I'll show you the way. It's confusing around here."

And he didn't want to be indebted to her for healing his injury.

"Really? Thank you, that makes me happy. The sun was starting to set, so I was worried if I could get there properly."

"Do you even know you're going to a dangerous place?"

"Huh? Is that so?"

From her face, which looked as if she'd heard this for the first time, he was truly glad he had chased after her.

But he deliberately ignored the feeling of worry that came from being her friend, telling himself that he was only helping her because it would leave a bad taste in his mouth if she died.

He didn't want to admit yet that they were already friends.

"By the way, you…"

"Not 'you,' it's Anna. We're friends, so call me by my name, okay?"

"…Anna… what are you going there for?"

"You see, I'm going to buy some stew."

"What? All the way out there?"

"Yep. By the way, I haven't heard your name yet."

Being asked with such a cheerful, open smile, he couldn't just not tell her his name.

"Joe."

"Got it. Well then, please show me the way. To be honest, I was really worried about whether I could find it."

For someone who claimed to be worried, her words were so carefree that Joe sighed.

He might have just become friends with a really outrageous person. But on the other hand, it was also true that he was a little happy.

That subtle feeling was something that Joe himself didn't yet understand.

"A sick person said they wanted to eat it, so I have to buy it and get back quickly."

In the light of the setting sun, Anna smiled leisurely.

"I see…"

Anna had yet to know what kind of commotion this shopping trip would cause.
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While Edward had finished eating several pieces of fruit and Ritz was dozing fitfully in bed, a hesitant knock came at the door.

"Come in."

*'Excuse me.'*

It was Annie who entered. When he looked up, he saw that her expression was clouded with worry.

"What is it?"

On behalf of Ritz, who could barely speak, Edward asked Annie.

*'Um… It's about Anna…'*

"Ah, we were just talking about where Anna might have gone."

*'I see.'*

Annie, a ghost, already had a poor complexion, but now it seemed to turn even paler. This was probably serious.

"…What is it?"

When Ritz asked with a pained breath, Annie's eyes widened as if she'd heard something unbelievable.

"What is it? What happened?"

Seeing Annie's unusual state, Edward interjected again. But Annie's eyes were wide open, fixed on Ritz, and she hadn't moved an inch.

*'Ritz-san…'*

"…Me?"

*'Didn't you ask Anna to run an errand?!'*

"Huh?"

Ritz had no idea what she was talking about.

"Me?"

*'Yes.'*

"To Anna?"

*'That's right!'*

"Why?"

*'Don't you remember?!'*

He had no memory of it at all. His head wasn't working properly, and he found himself turning to Edward for help like he used to.

"Ed…"

It was a bit galling to rely on him like a child, but he had no choice. He looked up at Edward with a slightly pleading glance, and for some reason, Edward smiled softly and patted his shoulder.

Even without words, he understood that Edward was telling him to leave it to him, and he felt a sense of relief.

"Ritz asked Anna to go shopping, is that right?"

*'Yes. That's what I heard.'*

Edward, having confirmed it with Annie, turned back to a bewildered Ritz. But since Ritz had no idea, he couldn't answer. He just shook his head silently, and Edward nodded again.

"It seems this one doesn't remember at all. Did you hear where she went?"

*'Yes. She said she was going to the Cheerful Seaman Inn to buy cream stew…'*

"The Cheerful Seaman Inn! *Cough, cough*!"

"What's wrong, Ritz?"

He couldn't help but shout, which sent him into a coughing fit. Edward, who didn't know the location of the shop, turned a questioning eye toward him.

"A place like that is, *cough*, dangerous, *gah*!"

"Hey, calm down, Ritz. Annie, did Anna leave a long time ago?"

*'Yes. Just after noon.'*

"More than three hours ago?!"

Ignoring Edward, who shouted with wide eyes, Ritz stood up. He stumbled and crashed into something, making an unexpectedly loud noise.

His footing was unsteady. He'd be better off drunk.

"…I'm going."

Stumbling, Ritz pulled his clothes out of the closet. His vision occasionally blurred white, but he told himself it was just his imagination.

"Wait, you're going in that state?"

Without looking back at Edward, who had hurried over to support him, Ritz got himself ready.

"Ritz!"

He was grabbed firmly by the shoulder, as if being scolded. But he couldn't back down now.

"Ed… it’s really, really bad."

"What is?"

As he continued to get ready, Edward seemed to understand from Ritz's demeanor that something terrible could be happening to Anna.

"The shop's location… it's on the border of the slums and the port."

"What did you say…?"

"I… got into a fight there yesterday…"

Ritz shook his head. The world was spinning. But he had to go. That shop might be in real trouble today. Those thugs he'd beaten last night had said something about coming back for revenge.

If she got caught up in that commotion, it would be a disaster.

"Those guys, for revenge…"

Seeing his grave face as he swayed, Edward let out a small sigh. A fight at the shop yesterday, coming back for revenge. That was all Edward needed to understand the situation. In any case, it was dangerous to go near that shop today.

Edward didn't know it, but on top of that, Ritz had brought back the hair ornament they had dropped.

If the man who came to retrieve it was causing another disturbance at the shop, Anna, with her strong sense of justice, would surely jump right into the middle of the trouble. That was the kind of person Anna was.

*'I should have stopped her! Anna went shopping alone for the first time!'*

"Her first time?"

Edward paled. But Ritz didn't even have the luxury to join that conversation. His mind was racing with the need to get there as quickly as possible, and he staggered toward the door.

He didn't have the strength to swing his greatsword, so he would have to make do with the cheap sword he'd had last night. It was still a sword, so it would be useful in a pinch.

"Wait, Ritz."

Calling out, Edward stood beside Ritz and quickly slipped his arms into the winter coat he'd been holding.

"I'm… going."

"There's no way you can handle this alone."

"But…"

The world was spinning in Ritz's vision. Through it, he saw Edward put on his hat.

"I'll go with you. You just guide me to the shop."

"Ed, you…?"

"That's right. Among us here, I'm the one who knows this city and can fight, right?"

It was true, there was no other option. With Ritz in his current state, he was more likely to be on the receiving end of a beating. Though he was getting on in years, Edward was a man skilled in martial arts.

"…I'm counting on you."

Once decided, there was no time to waste. Edward fastened his own sword, which had been resting at his side, to his waist and offered Ritz his shoulder.

"My bad."

"Don't worry about it at a time like this."

Just as they finally made it down the stairs to the first floor, the front door opened with perfect timing. It was Franz and Evans, who had been out.

"I'm back."

"We're back."

Franz came face-to-face with Ritz, who was struggling to stand despite swaying, and asked in confusion.

"Ritz… where are you going?"

"Just out for a bit…"

Then he saw Edward lending a shoulder to the shaky Ritz and his face grew even more perplexed.

"This doesn't look like 'just out for a bit,' does it?"

"Well…"

It was strange enough that Edward was here, but why were these two about to go out? He clearly couldn't grasp the situation.

It was Edward, not Ritz who was running on fumes, who answered Franz as he stared at them with a mix of confusion and suspicion.

"You're back at a good time. As it happens, Anna is lost."

"She is?"

At Edward's sudden words, Franz tilted his head.

"How did she get lost?"

"This one, delirious with fever, apparently told Anna some nonsense about wanting stew from his favorite shop. He doesn't seem to remember it himself, though."

"…So it seems."

Hearing that, Franz's face went pale. He felt so sorry and pathetic that his head ached.

Franz probably understood as well. Anna was the type to take even words spoken in a daze seriously. And since they were the words of a sick person, she would undoubtedly want to grant his wish.

"Then she definitely went to that shop."

Words mixed with a sigh escaped Franz's lips. His face instantly turned sullen, a look that seemed to hold the anger of, *'Why doesn't she consider her own safety?'*

"The shop is apparently on the border between the slums and the port."

"That's dangerous…"

Franz, with his arms crossed, paled even further at Edward's next words.

"Anna hasn't been back since this afternoon."

"Is that true?"

"And to make matters worse, Ritz apparently got into a fight there last night. There's a chance Anna got caught up in the other party's revenge."

"…!"

Franz was speechless. He stared straight at Ritz, who couldn't help but look away.

It was the worst-case scenario. If those opponents had been looking for Ritz by name, Anna would undoubtedly say it.

*'Ritz is my guardian.'* He didn't want to think about what would happen next.

"I'm going too."

"No. There's something I need you to do, Franz."

Edward flatly rejected Franz's decision.

"But…"

"Have you ever been to the port or the slums?"

"No."

"What if you get lost too?"

"…"

He was right. A double search was tens of times more difficult than looking for a single missing person. Franz let the tension out of his shoulders and sighed.

"What should I do?"

"Go to the Inspectorate office, call for Kenny, and come to the shop with him later. Kenny should be able to find the place just by the name of the shop. Got it?"

"Yes. The name of the shop?"

"The Cheerful Seaman Inn."

His voice was hoarse, but since he was the only one who knew the correct name of the shop, he said it. Franz took a note.

"The Cheerful Seaman Inn, right? Understood."

"I'm counting on you."

As they were about to leave, Evans, who had been watching the events unfold in a daze, came over to Ritz's side.

"Wait a moment."

"…?"

Evans held his hand over Ritz's forehead and offered a prayer.

"O Light Spirit King, who governs hope and pride. Grant this one your protection!"

The foggy, unclear feeling in his head cleared up a bit. It was as if a light mist had been blown away.

"I cannot restore your physical strength, but I have restored your mental energy. You should at least be able to stand. This is all I can do, but please be careful."

"Thank you."

And so, the slightly precarious-looking duo of Ritz, who could now somehow walk on his own though still stumbling, and Edward, who was on the verge of old age, set out into the pub district as it sank into the evening twilight.

Ⅵ

Anna, completely unaware that everyone was worried about her, had finally reached the Cheerful Seaman Inn, guided by Joe.

"See, here it is. You wouldn't have made it on your own, right?"

"Yeah. I wouldn't have."

The shop, located after several twists and turns through narrow, winding dead ends, was too complex for Anna to figure out. The Royal Capital was truly something; she learned for the first time how much of a struggle it was just to find a single shop.

Annie was probably worried because she didn't know how vast this city was.

"Joe, about the way back…"

Having absolutely no confidence in her ability to get home from here, Anna turned to Joe with a smile. Joe nodded with a look that said, *'Can't be helped.'*

"I'll walk you back."

"Thank you!"

Somehow, it felt like they were becoming real friends. If Ritz or Edward were here, they would surely say, 'Good for you for making a friend.'

Happy, she was thinking about that when she suddenly realized she was hungry.

"Hey Joe, are you hungry?"

"Huh?"

A considerable amount of time had passed since she had a light breakfast/lunch of bread. It was only natural that she'd be hungry. But Joe looked at Anna's suggestion with a bewildered expression.

"I'd like to eat something."

When she asked, Joe crossed his arms and stared at Anna with an exasperated look.

"Weren't you supposed to do your shopping and hurry back?"

"Yeah. That's true, but…"

Joe was right. But she was hungry. Seeing Anna sigh, Joe, perhaps thinking it was a lost cause, briskly opened the door to the Cheerful Seaman Inn.

"Hello!"

Joe, who had cheerfully opened the door, froze as if turned to stone.

"What is it?"

A rough-sounding man's voice came from inside.

"…The Ward Family…"

Joe whispered.

"What's wrong, Joe?"

Anna peered into the shop from behind the frozen Joe. Inside, there were several men, another man with injuries sitting on the floor, and the shop was a complete mess.

"This is awful!"

As Anna murmured, Joe quietly explained.

"They're the local thugs. Vile, petty criminals who show no mercy, not even to children."

"…So they're bad people."

Looking around, she spotted a man who clearly looked like he was in charge. From her experience on their journey so far, that was likely the leader.

She was thoroughly infuriated by the man who remained so calm after putting the shop through this, so Anna pointed a finger at him.

"Did you do this?"

"Ah, Anna! You idiot!"

From behind, Joe tried to cover Anna's mouth. Apparently, she had said something she shouldn't have in Joe's eyes, but as far as Anna was concerned, she hadn't done anything wrong.

The men stood up with smirks on their faces and slowly walked toward them.

"A cute customer, eh, boss?"

Suddenly, Joe pulled on Anna's arm. When she turned, Joe was in a panic. He was telling her to run.

But there was no way she could just abandon an injured person and run away. Anna shook off Joe's hand and stood her ground, glaring at the men.

"Anna, this is bad…"

Joe was anxiously pulling at her arm, but if she ran now, she would never be able to forgive herself. Helping people in trouble. That was Anna's creed.

"It's absolutely wrong to gang up on one person!"

Anna stood with her arms crossed at the entrance of the shop, like a guardian deity, and entered full-on lecture mode.

The gazes directed at her were not serious; the men were smirking faintly. It seemed they were toying with her.

Behind her, Joe was frozen, unable to even run.

"Oh? And what are you going to do about it?"

"Let the man go and get out! And you have to fix the shop!"

The men still looked at Anna with amusement and composure. From their perspective, Anna was a frail girl, nothing to be afraid of. But there was something Anna could do.

"And what if we say no, little missy?"

"I'll get angry!"

The shop filled with the men's vulgar laughter.

"I'm serious!"

"Well, well. What do we do, boss?"

One of the men turned and looked at the leader.

"First that big guy with the black hair yesterday, and now this little missy. There's really a lot of meddlers."

"Big guy with black hair…?"

Could the big guy with black hair being compared to her be someone she knew very well? Come to think of it, he had been out drinking yesterday too…

"By big guy with black hair, do you mean someone tall with his hair tied back in a little ponytail?"

At Anna's honest question, a stir went through the men.

"Yeah, that's him. You know him?"

Joe tapped Anna on the shoulder from behind, and she glanced back slightly. He seemed to want to say something, but he was whispering too quietly for her to understand.

"Hey, missy, do you know that man?"

Before she could ask Joe again, the man repeated his question, and Anna nodded.

"Yes, I know him."

The moment Anna answered calmly, the owner of the shop, who had been sitting silently, shouted.

"Missy, run!"

"Huh?"

"These guys are planning to kill him."

"!"

"Missy, just run!"

"You bastard!"

The leader tried to kick the shop owner, but the owner resisted desperately.

"Hurry up and run!"

"You and your big mouth. Grab that brat! We'll make her talk about where that man is!"

"Right!"

The men who had been standing all at once rushed towards Anna to capture her.

"Mister!"

Seeing the shop owner stagger to his feet, the shock of learning that Ritz was being targeted brought Anna back to her senses.

"What should I do?"

It was Joe who answered the words she had unintentionally muttered.

"You're a spirit user, aren't you!"

"That's right. O Water Spirit, grant me your protection."

At Joe's desperate words, Anna formed a mass of water in front of her. Since she had only been able to use the Water Dragon until now, she had been confused about what to do, but now she had this.

The sphere of water Anna created, made in a split second with no control, became about the size of the one that had knocked out Joe, filling both her hands.

"Crap, she's a spirit user!"

The men faltered at the sight of the water. They had probably never dealt with a spirit user before.

But the shop owner seemed just as surprised. Nevertheless, the owner was not a man to miss this chance, and he slowly began to move away from the men.

Noticing this, Anna shouted at the owner.

"Mister, run!"

"Right."

The owner leaped over the counter and threw open the back door. He tumbled outside and slammed the door shut. The man, finally noticing at the sound, clicked his tongue.

"Damn it, catch that girl! That'll be enough!"

At the leader's words, the men who had been standing there stunned came back to their senses, but it was too late.

Seeing the shop owner escape, Anna had raised the amply gathered sphere of water above her head. And without hesitation, she threw it at the men.

"Fly, Water Sphere!"

The sphere of water, as always, had zero control, but there was no place to run in the small shop. It would probably be a direct hit.

"Anna, let's just run for it!"

"Okay."

With no time to check, Anna was pulled by the hand by Joe and bolted from the shop.

With the angry shouts of the men at her back, Anna ran for her life. As she ran, a thought occurred to her. *Why does Ritz have to be targeted?*

Ⅶ

"What in the world…"

Though still unsteady, Ritz, who was able to walk thanks to Evans, and the energetic Edward arrived at the shop, only for Ritz to be struck dumb by the disastrous state of the place.

"The mess in the shop might be the work of human hands, but this massive amount of water is…"

"Yeah, probably Anna."

Ritz, who could finally speak again despite his hoarse, pained voice, found the owner inside the flooded shop, tending to his wounds while looking in a mirror.

"Old man."

The face that turned was covered in scratches. He'd clearly been through a rough time.

"Hey, kid."

"Did they come?"

"Yeah, they did."

So those men had come here after all. His bad feeling had been right. Since Ritz was the cause of it all, he apologized honestly.

"Sorry about that, old man."

"Don't worry about it. It ain't your fault. This kind of thing happens every day near the slums."

With that, the owner let out a hearty laugh, then winced as it stung his wounds. He seemed to be okay. Ritz asked about something else that had been bothering him.

"Their goal was that hair ornament, wasn't it?"

"…Yeah. The one you picked up."

"I knew it."

According to the shop owner, they were well-known ruffians in the area who called themselves the Ward Family.

But they were small-time crooks who didn't get involved in major crimes, and most people just shrugged their shoulders in annoyance. It seemed these guys were finally getting into the big-time underground business.

"Apparently, it's some kind of shady smuggling deal. And they need that hair ornament you picked up to do it."

"This?"

Ritz pulled out the hair ornament he had carelessly shoved into his coat yesterday.

"'This shall be the key that brings you wealth,' eh? Seems rather fitting for someone dabbling in smuggling."

Edward frowned as he looked at the pure gold object in Ritz's hand.

"Let me see that."

"Sure."

Edward stared intently at the object handed to him. He seemed to recognize it, but he couldn't quite remember what it was.

"It's something from after I returned to the Royal Capital, so it's recent, but…"

"What is this thing, Ed?"

"I can't recall."

"…Senile old man."

"What did you say? Say that again!"

The owner, watching their exchange, paused his first-aid with an exasperated look.

"You two, did you come here to perform a comedy routine?"

"Right."

Ritz, having gotten completely sidetracked, scratched his head. This was no time for that.

On behalf of Ritz, for whom speaking was difficult, Edward asked the owner.

"Master, did a red-haired girl come here?"

"She did. That young lady is the one who saved me."

Edward turned and looked at Ritz silently. Ritz nodded back. Just as he thought. This water was Anna's doing after all.

"She came to the shop just as I was getting beaten up."

"What bad timing…"

But Anna's bad timing wasn't anything new. For some reason, it was a characteristic of the creature known as Anna to always be doing the wrong thing at the wrong time.

Seeing the two of them sigh, the owner continued as if to confirm.

"Is that little lady an acquaintance of yours, kid?"

"She is."

"I knew it."

The owner sighed. His expression seemed complex, a mixture of exasperation and admiration.

"What do you mean, you knew it?"

"That little lady ran off with the Ward Family chasing her."

"Why is she being chased?"

The owner explained what had happened from the time Anna arrived at the shop until she fled. Just as he'd feared, Anna had revealed she was with Ritz and ended up being pursued.

Why couldn't Anna make the simple judgment that it's better to keep quiet when there's danger?

When Anna gets back, he might have to thoroughly teach her that lying and keeping silent to protect herself are two completely different things.

Being this reckless, she wouldn't have enough lives to spare. He couldn't always be there to help her, so he wished she would learn a little common sense.

"The little lady had a companion with her. I think it was a boy from around here; they seemed close."

"A boy?"

"Not a friend?"

"No, she doesn't have any in this city."

Ritz tilted his head. There was no way she had a friend in this city, especially in this area.

But this was no time to be thinking. The priority was to find Anna as soon as possible. If there was a boy with her at that time, he could ask him for details.

"Which way did they go?"

"I don't know. I escaped through the back door of the shop."

"…What do we do?"

He turned to see Edward looking outside the shop. He seemed to have found a clue.

"It's fine. For now, if we follow the wet ground, we should be able to manage."

Looking where he was told, the ground was quite wet. It seemed the Ward Family had been thoroughly drenched by Anna.

"Alright, let's go."

"Yeah."

Sighing at the outrageous turn of events, Ritz and Edward hurried along the wet path, carefully watching the ground.
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"Think we lost them?"

"I hope so."

Around that time, Anna, after being led by Joe through a dizzying maze of dead ends, was hiding behind a pile of cargo in a narrow back alley. The cargo, stacked high enough to reach the walls, was a perfect hiding spot for the two of them.

They could still hear the angry shouts of the men, so they held their breath and waited silently for them to pass. The voices grew fainter, little by little.

When the voices finally faded, Joe, who had taken a deep breath, took the opportunity to start complaining to Anna.

"Hey, why'd you say something like that back there?"

"? What?"

She had no idea what he was angry about.

"Do people normally say they know the guy those thugs are looking for?"

"But I do know him."

Saying that you know something when you know it seems correct. But Joe slumped his shoulders in defeat at her answer.

"Is something wrong?"

"You really need to learn a bit more about the world."

Being told that by a boy who looked her age but was actually quite a bit younger stung a little.

"But I thought it would be better to honestly tell them what I know."

When she protested in a small voice, Joe yelled loudly.

"It depends on the time and place!"

After saying it, Joe hurriedly clapped a hand over his own mouth. Anna quickly covered her mouth too. After they'd finally gotten away, it would be pointless to call them back.

"Why do I have to go through this?"

"I'm sorry."

At Joe's dejected words, she found herself apologizing. It was true that she might bear some of the responsibility.

But there were some things she couldn't accept.

"My foster father told me that I shouldn't lie."

"…The guy who raised you sounds like a priest."

At Joe's sarcastic mumble as he leaned against the cargo, Anna was so surprised she couldn't help but peer into his face.

"How did you know?"

Joe slumped and put a hand to the ground. She didn't understand why.

"You know, that was sarcasm."

Joe mumbled as he looked up.

"Huh? Sarcasm?"

She had no idea how it was sarcastic, so she asked. Joe explained with a look of exhaustion.

"I was saying your parent is as inflexible as a priest."

"Oh, I see."

"Yeah. In this world, there are things that are better left unsaid even if you know them. What's the point of blurting everything out? Especially in a town near the slums like this."

"…Somehow… I'm sorry."

For Anna, who was raised in a church, speaking honestly about what she knew without hiding anything was very natural; in fact, hiding things was unnatural.

Her foster father had taught her that if she spoke the truth about everything, everything would turn out all right, and she had thought that was true no matter where she was.

Come to think of it, she felt like Ritz had told her before. That there are lies that deceive people and lies that save people. He had said that a lie that saves someone is a good thing. Was this the same kind of thing?

Maybe she really was naive compared to Joe. It was a little depressing.

"It's complicated, isn't it?"

At Anna's sigh, Joe just shrugged his shoulders and said nothing. As the two sat in silence, sighing, they heard voices and footsteps approaching. Peeking out carefully, they saw it was the Ward Family.

"Damn it, where did those brats go?"

The leader growled in frustration and kicked a piece of cargo. She almost cried out but quickly covered her mouth.

"Boss, let's take a break. I'm wiped out."

"Yeah. No one's gonna come here. It's the perfect spot to rest without being seen."

"You're right."

Still hidden behind the cargo, Anna and Joe looked at each other silently. It seemed this was a favorite spot of the Ward Family. They had hidden in a terrible place.

"Boss, where do you think those brats went?"

"Scurrying around like that, what a pain in the ass."

The Ward Family had completely settled in and were starting to relax.

*What should we do? We can't escape like this.*

She slowly looked at Joe's face, and he had gone completely pale. He probably never imagined he would walk right into such a huge pinch.

But they couldn't stay hidden here forever. If they were found, they wouldn't even be able to get out from behind the cargo and would be caught just like that.

For now, they had to escape from here.

Making sure not to be seen, she cautiously poked her head out from behind the cargo. The men were sitting on top of the cargo, all of them leisurely looking down the road. They might be watching for Anna and Joe to pass by.

The two of them were currently behind the men. Maybe, if they slowly came out from behind and quietly climbed the wall where the cargo was stacked, they could escape.

Thinking that, Anna looked back at Joe, who had been peering out with her. Joe, who had been looking around, seemed to have the same idea and nodded silently.

If that was the only way, they had to try.

From behind the men who were blankly watching the road, the two began to climb the mountain of cargo, taking the utmost care not to make a sound. From the top of this cargo, they would easily be able to get over the wall.

As they climbed silently but quickly, the men didn't notice them at all.

When they were almost at the top, the two looked at each other in relief.

But at the same time as they relaxed, their thread of concentration snapped. Especially for Joe, who was completely unused to this kind of situation, the feeling of relief from being almost there was huge.

"Ah…"

The piece of cargo he was holding slowly started to lean toward him. He had accidentally put his hand on a light piece of cargo.

"Look out!"

Anna instinctively shouted and grabbed Joe's hand.

"I… made a noise…"

She muttered it instinctively, but it was already too late. All of the men's gazes had turned toward them.

"So this is where you were!"

"Grab 'em!"

They were in another huge pinch.

"We were so close… I'm sorry, Anna."

"It can't be helped, let's just run!"

Joe, having finally regained his composure, started climbing the boxes again. The men approaching from below were struggling to climb the cargo.

The cargo, which a child the size of Anna or Joe could climb without it collapsing, was considerably difficult for an adult to climb. Above all, the weight difference was huge.

"It's okay, Anna, I think we can escape!"

"Okay."

Seeing them start to climb again, the man called the boss shouted in frustration.

"You idiots! If you can't climb it, just tear it down from the bottom!"

At the man's words, his underlings nodded and immediately began to dismantle the cargo from below.

"It's shaking! I'm going to fall!"

"Hang on, Anna!"

The two of them desperately clung to the cargo, but it was two children against five adults. There was no way they could win.

The mountain of cargo was dismantled in no time, and the place where Anna and Joe were standing was gradually brought lower. They were desperately clinging on, but they were already at their limit.

If they fell among the men now, it would be all over. After all, Joe had said these men had no problem using violence, even on children.

"It's no use…"

As the ground beneath them shook unsteadily, Joe let out a desperate cry. While desperately climbing the cargo, Anna tried to think of a way to save Joe, but she too finally ran out of strength.

Unable to climb any further, she just clung to the cargo.

"Alright, let's smash all the cargo at once!"

"Right!"

*Is this what they call a desperate situation?* Anna thought with a gloomy feeling.

Usually, if something happened, Ritz would save her, and Franz would try to help too. But now, she was alone with a normal boy, Joe.

The men's hands finally reached the cargo where the two were clinging, the only part that had been left.

"It's over…"

But just then, a ray of light appeared.

"Wait!"

Someone had stepped in to stop the men.

What appeared before the two as they cautiously opened their closed eyes were the silhouettes of two men: one with a hat and long hair tied back carelessly, and another, tall man leaning on his sword as if it were a cane.

"Who the hell are you?"

It was the man in the hat who answered.

"You think I'd give my name to a lowlife?"

"You bastard, are you making fun of me?"

Anna definitely recognized that provocative, yet somehow amused and calm tone. Amidst the confused people, Anna alone felt a surge of happiness.

"Hmph, I'll make an exception and tell you my name… I am Edward, a messenger of justice who protects the peace of this kingdom."

At those unbelievably over-the-top lines, the man called the boss froze with his mouth hanging open. Edward must really enjoy a good commotion.

"…Well, you're not wrong, but…"

The other man standing next to him… Ritz… complained to Edward in an exasperated voice. But Edward acted as if he hadn't heard.

"I'm not lying, am I?"

"Well, no…"

It was true that Edward wasn't lying. Edward did indeed protect this country.

Not as a hero of justice, but as its king.

The fear and tension drained from Anna's body. Everything would be fine now. If Ritz was here, they would definitely be saved.

While Anna was thinking this in relief, Ritz was looking at Anna's energetic appearance and sighing with relief himself.

If something had happened to Anna, he had been wondering how he could possibly face Anton. After all, he was the one entrusted with Anna's care.

Ritz bore a great responsibility for Anna. And if this innocent, pure Anna were to be harmed by some street thugs, Ritz would never be able to forgive himself.

After all, Ritz was the one who had sown the seeds of this trouble.

In fact, Ritz and the others had easily caught up with the Ward Family by following the trail of water. But they hadn't been able to find Anna and her so-called friend.

Just as they had entered this alley with the intention of capturing these men, handing them over where they needed to be handed over, and then slowly searching for Anna, they had discovered Anna and her friend about to be thrown from the cargo.

The man who had been standing with his mouth open shook his head with a jolt. He seemed to have finally come to his senses.

"Stay out of this if you don't want to get hurt!"

The man said with a deep, threatening voice. He had probably scared off his previous opponents with that.

But ignorance is a terrifying thing. What did he intend to do against the king and a minister of a nation? Edward and Ritz had been the strongest duo during the civil war.

At the man's bravado, Edward let out a faint chuckle. Ritz could tell he was thoroughly enjoying himself.

He was praised as a hero of legend, but this was the real king. Ritz didn't know what he had been like while he was away, but in the old days, he had often been the first to jump into a brawl like this with him.

"I can't do that. I'll have you return the children."

Edward smoothly drew his sword. The tip of the blade glinted in the dim light. He was showing his opponent that it was a well-polished weapon.

"And what if I say I won't?"

But the man, without even noticing Edward's gesture, pulled out a dagger from his pocket and asked Edward. But it was not Edward who should answer, but himself.

Ritz stumbled forward. In the dim light just after sunset, his face would now be clearly visible to the men.

"Your business is with me, not them, right?"

The man gasped in surprise the moment he saw Ritz's face. It seemed he remembered the face of the man who had beaten him so badly.

"You, from yesterday…"

"That's right. And what you need is this, isn't it?"

From the pocket of his coat, Ritz took out the hair ornament and held it up for him to see.

"Boss!"

"So you were the one who had it."

"Well, it was a coincidence."

With the appearance of Ritz and the others, the men's attention shifted from Anna and her friend. In that moment, he stole a glance at Anna, and she, noticing, gave a small nod.

Anna and the boy cautiously climbed down from the cargo and pressed themselves against the wall. Thanks to not making any noise, they hadn't been spotted.

These men, to forget about the children they had been chasing just a moment ago over something like this, would probably never get ahead in life.

Well, thanks to that, they were saved.

Keeping Anna and the others, who were cautiously moving along the wall, in the corner of his eye, Ritz drew his sword, scabbard and all, and took a stance with his unsteady body.

Even now, he intended to keep his promise to Anna and avoid needless killing.

"Hand that over. In exchange for the brats."

"And if I say no?"

"Isn't it obvious? I'll kill the brats."

Saying that, the man who turned around finally spotted the two of them moving along the wall.

"Tch, you little brats!"

At the man's mutter, his underlings scrambled to catch the children, but it was too late.

"…If you want it back, come and get it."

Ritz put the hair ornament back inside his coat, held his sword in front of him, and shouted at Anna and the boy.

"Run!"

"Okay!"

As soon as he said it, Ritz ran towards the men, cutting between them and Anna and her friend. Anna ran desperately towards the road, and the boy followed suit.

"Ritz! Don't overdo it!"

Edward, running beside him, said.

"You too, old man."

The two of them charged into the group of men, swinging their swords left and right. Unlike his usual greatsword, this one was light. But because of the dizziness, he couldn't keep his center of gravity, making it incredibly difficult to handle.

Still, it was more than enough for these guys.

It had been a while since he had fought alongside Edward, not since the carriage attack, but as expected of his former partner, it was easy to move. It might not look like they had any coordination, but their movements were perfectly in sync.

Edward skillfully deflected daggers with his sword, making them lose their will to fight, while Ritz used brute force to take down the now unarmed men. In his current state, feverish and unable to move properly, this was extremely helpful.

No matter how far apart they were, Edward was still his best friend and partner, he realized with a sense of nostalgia, savoring the fact that he had returned to the Royal Capital.

Meanwhile, Anna had finally caught her breath.

During the commotion, the two of them had found a safe spot and looked back to see that the cargo area they had just been in had descended into a chaotic battle.

Of course, the only ones in chaos were the Ward Family; Ritz and Edward didn't take any of their attacks or have their pace disrupted.

Edward, though not particularly fast, displayed brilliant swordsmanship with no wasted movements, while Ritz, despite his cold, simply overpowered them with brute force.

Joe, seeing the two for the first time, was wide-eyed, completely captivated by their movements.

Anna, too, was seeing Ritz use something other than his greatsword for the first time, so it was a novelty. She thought, though she was an amateur, that all his movements were so much faster than with the greatsword.

"Are those Anna's companions?"

Joe murmured as if in a daze.

"Uh-huh. That's right."

"…Whoa… they're amazing!"

Joe shouted with a flushed face. Having her companions praised made her feel very happy.

Ritz and Edward were taking care of the opponents that she and Joe could only run from in a matter of minutes.

"Amazing, they're like professional mercenaries!"

Joe said, his voice filled with a breathy, emotional tone. She couldn't tell him that Ritz used to be a mercenary captain. Joe was too excited for her to have a chance to say anything.

Anna looked at her companions again.

Unaware that he was being admired in such a way, Ritz was swinging his sword despite being dizzy and light-headed.

Because his hands were unsteady, he couldn't hold back at all. If he were to unsheathe his sword, he would undoubtedly kill them all.

A massacre in front of Anna and a child he didn't know was out of the question.

"Surrender if you don't want to get hurt! I can't hold back today!"

Ritz landed one forceful blow after another on their legs and stomachs.

"Ugh…"

The men who were hit couldn't even stand, collapsing to the ground and groaning.

A few minutes later, the only one left standing was the leader, the man called the boss. Frightened by Ritz, who held his sword at the ready, the man backed away step by step.

"That hair ornament seems to be something dangerous."

If it was really the key to some kind of smuggling operation, they couldn't just let it go as the king and a minister. Besides, if they came to rescue Anna and ended up figuring out the meaning of this hair ornament, wouldn't that be killing two birds with one stone?

Edward seemed to have the same idea, and on behalf of Ritz, who would start coughing if he spoke too much, he took a step forward.

"Now, why don't you tell us?"

Edward, with his sword drawn, pressed the man.

"Shut up, old man! It's none of your business!"

"…Old man?"

In that moment, the man seemed to realize he had said something he shouldn't have.

"Oh… you call me an old man…?"

The man's face drained of color, turning as white as paper. Ritz suppressed a laugh, trying his best to hold it in.

He stole a glance at Edward and saw that his eyes had changed from their usual cheerful ones to ones that emitted a cold, sharp light.

*He's angry now,* Ritz thought, still finding it amusing. Even though he sometimes called himself old, being called that by others must have angered him.

In that respect, he was the same as Ritz.

"…You just called me an old man, didn't you? Are you referring to me?"

But in front of his underlings, the man couldn't just grovel and apologize, so he desperately tried to act tough.

"What's wrong with calling an old man an old man!"

"…A fine resolve."

Edward swiftly placed the tip of his sword at the man's throat. The man's eyes couldn't follow the quick movement and darted around.

"Wh-where…"

The man was panicked about the whereabouts of the sword, but the cold sensation of metal against his throat made him understand everything. Edward was lightly tapping the man's throat with his sword.

"Hii!"

At the sensation of the metal patting his neck, the man let out a small shriek.

"Don't move, youngster. If I draw back my sword, your head will fall."

At this point, there was no more need to keep up appearances for his underlings.

"I'll talk! I'll tell you everything! Don't kill me!"

"Oh… is there something you should say before that?"

"Y-you're young! I'm sorry for calling you an old man. Please forgive me."

The man's knees knocked together in fear. He didn't know Edward's personality. He really thought he was going to be cut down.

But Ritz knew. Edward wasn't serious. This was all just a game.

"Ed, stop playing around."

"I was merely teaching this man some respect for his elders."

"I wonder…"

Edward smoothly returned his sword to its sheath. At the same time, the man collapsed to the ground, his eyes wide and vacant as he lost consciousness.

"…See what you did? Pity the poor fool, don't you think?"

He wasn't genuinely sympathizing, but he shrugged as he said it.

"You're right. He's just a small fry, after all."

With the matter settled, Ritz turned to look at Anna.

"Are you okay, Anna?"

"Yeah!"

"You're not hurt anywhere?"

"I'm fine."

Hearing Anna's perpetually cheerful reply, Ritz's strength suddenly gave out. This must be what they mean when they say your knees give way.

He had been holding on through sheer tension until now, but with that gone, the backlash hit him all at once.

Come to think of it, Evans had only made it so he could barely stand; he wasn't really in a state to be on his feet. The moment he remembered that, it was all over.

"Anna…"

As he called out, Anna, noticing something was wrong, rushed over in a panic. Unable to confirm she had reached him, his vision slowly began to tilt.

"Ritz!"

"When this cold is gone, you're getting a lecture…"

"Hey, Ritz!"

With that, his vision went completely white. He was slammed hard against the ground, and it hurt like hell, but he was at a point where he didn't care anymore.

"Ritz!"

His consciousness faded with the voices of Edward and Anna, who were rushing over in a panic, as the last thing he heard.

Anna panicked as Ritz collapsed in front of her.

She barely managed to catch his head before it hit the ground, and now Ritz's head was resting on her lap.

After a short while, she heard the sound of galloping horses. The hoofbeats were gradually getting closer. Anna, who had been stroking the head of the completely unconscious Ritz, looked up to see.

"Crap, it's the Military Police!"

Joe started to panic.

"What's wrong?"

When she asked, Joe shouted back at her.

"If we stay here, we'll get arrested, too! It's mutual combat!"

"…Why?"

"Why do you think…"

After looking at the flustered Joe, she looked at Edward, who was smiling calmly. It seemed that what Joe was saying was unlikely to happen. On the approaching horse, Anna spotted a figure in a familiar military uniform and waved.

"Oh, it's Kenny-san! Kenny-san!"

"Huh? You know him?"

To Joe, who asked in a daze, Anna nodded with a smile.

"Yep. He's a friend."

"!"

Behind Kenny, a figure was desperately clinging to him. That figure, at Anna's cheerful call, raised a vacant eye. It was Franz.

"Franz came too!"

"Anna…"

Franz glared at her with a resentful look. It seemed she had made Franz worry again. She needed to reflect on that.

Finally dismounting from the horse, Franz stood there, panting and trying to catch his breath.

"Are you unharmed?!"

Kenny, who had dismounted, rushed over to Edward, his face pale and his hair disheveled, and asked.

"Yes. Everyone except Ritz."

Only then did Kenny notice Ritz, who was unconscious with his head in Anna's lap, and he turned even paler.

"! What happened?! Is he all right?"

Edward shrugged and explained the situation to Kenny.

"He just collapsed from his cold. I suppose the tension wore off."

"…You should have said so first. You're taking years off my life."

Letting out a huge sigh and wiping away the cold sweat, Kenny handed the reins to Edward.

"Hmm? What's this?"

To the bewildered Edward, Kenny whispered in a low voice.

"The Prime Minister was looking for you. It would be best for you to return quickly."

"Ugh… he found out."

Edward groaned.

"What's wrong?"

"Shasta is looking for me, apparently."

At his face, which looked as if he had bitten into a bitter bug, Anna couldn't help but chuckle. Edward would surely be made to confess where he had been when he got back and then get a lecture.

She had heard from Ritz before that the only people who could lecture the fearless duo of Edward and Ritz were Shasta and Edward's wife, Patricia.

"…I wanted to see this through to the end, but it can't be helped. Give me a report."

"As you wish."

Edward reluctantly mounted the horse and looked back at them. Anna and Edward's eyes met. Anna smiled brightly and nodded.

*Leave Ritz to me,* she conveyed silently. Understanding, Edward smiled and turned his horse toward the castle.

"Then I leave the rest to you."

"Yes, sir."

Watching Edward's retreating figure, Anna stroked Ritz's head in her lap. She learned for the first time that his black hair was quite coarse.

For some reason, she felt a warm, happy feeling. Ritz, who always called Anna a child and never showed his inner self, was sleeping on her lap.

It was rare for him to be so defenseless and at her mercy, so it was a little fun. And she was very happy that he had come for her even though he was so sick.

Ritz was truly kind.

"Anna…"

Called, she looked up to see Franz, arms crossed, looking down at her with a grumpy face and complaining.

"Ehehe. I'm sorry."

"Don't laugh it off."

Franz let out a huge sigh. It seemed she had made Franz worry a great deal as well.

Anna looked around. Joe was pacing anxiously, and the military police who had come with Kenny were tying up the fallen Ward Family and preparing to take them away.

With this, the case was closed. In any case, the incident of Anna getting lost had come to an end here.

Ⅸ

After the incident, Ritz remained in a deep sleep.

Anna was worried sick, wondering if it was because she hadn't bought the stew or because she had made him overexert himself. But Franz got angry at her, saying that the cause was Anna going shopping in the first place. Franz said that she had taken Ritz's feverish mumblings seriously.

If that was the case, she was very sorry. She had wanted to be useful to Ritz, but in the end, had she only caused him trouble?

When Ritz woke up, he would give her the answer, so she wished he would wake up soon.

In the meantime, the incident was being dealt with at a tremendous speed.

First, the Ward Family.

They were taken into custody by the Military Police and were being harshly interrogated on suspicion of assault on the owner of the Cheerful Seaman Inn and suspicion of cooperation with a certain famous smuggling ring. The smuggled goods were said to be narcotics flowing in from a certain country.

How they were able to join that smuggling ring was apparently the crucial point.

Of course, that key was taken from Ritz's coat as evidence and handed over to the Military Police. Thanks to Kenny's consideration, the identity of the person who had taken them down on the spot was not made public at all.

There was no way they could say it was the King and a Minister. If they did, it could cause a huge uproar. So it was better to keep quiet. After that, Kenny said with a smile,

"There are quite a few things in this world that you're better off not knowing, Anna-chan."

That Kenny somehow seemed like he was suffering from carrying a lot of things he would have been better off not knowing.

She also heard the reason why Kenny and the others were able to reach that hard-to-find place so smoothly. An old man from an organization called the 'Port District Information Center' had reported it to the Military Police.

That old man was a famous figure within the Military Police, and it was said that if there was an incident in that district, he was the fastest source of information, a highly valued informant.

In the first place, the Military Police couldn't solve every incident in the slums and port areas in detail. Usually, this Port District Information Center took on various small incidents and matters.

Hearing that, Anna knew who that person was. It was the old man who had helped her and Joe.

Anna hadn't known either, but the old man had been worried about the two children who had stumbled into his place and had sent one of his men to follow them.

Thanks to that, the Military Police, Kenny, and Franz were able to arrive at that place quickly.

As the incident was being handled in this way, a change was also occurring in this house. A new resident had been added.

After the Ward Family was taken away, Joe had spoken to Anna, who was about to go home with Ritz, who had finally been put on a horse by Kenny, Franz, and one of the military police.

"I'm heading back."

"Wait, Joe. Before you go, tell me where you live. I'll come visit."

To Anna, who hurriedly took out a piece of paper, Joe scratched his cheek with a troubled look.

"…I don't have a home."

"Huh?"

"I find places to live day by day, like under eaves, and move around."

Anna was at a loss for words. Joe turned on his heel with a somewhat awkward expression.

"See ya."

"Wait!"

Anna instinctively grabbed the clothes of Joe, who was starting to walk away.

"Just for today, just for today, come to my place. Look, you must be really tired today, right? We didn't even get to talk properly. Come on, come to my place."

"But…"

Hesitantly, Joe looked at the expressionless Franz. He looked strangely tense.

"Is something wrong with Franz?"

"…Not really, but."

Looking closely at the hesitating Joe, she finally hit upon the reason.

Anna was used to it, but seeing Franz in such a bad mood for the first time would definitely be scary.

Maybe he felt like he was disliked.

"It's fine with Franz."

"But…"

To the hesitating Joe, Anna smiled brightly. To reassure Joe, who was scared of Franz, Anna spoke to Franz with a cheerful smile.

"Hey, it's okay if he stays over today, right? You see, Joe helped me. So it's okay, right?"

"…I don't mind, and Ritz probably wouldn't either."

Franz's expression remained unchanged, but Anna knew that he was giving his consent.

"Great. Joe, he said it's okay for you to stay over."

Joe seemed confused, completely unable to tell the difference in Franz's expression, but he somehow seemed to agree.

And so, Joe, who was supposed to be staying for just one night, ended up in a completely unexpected situation.

When they arrived at the house, Annie and Evans rushed out as if they had been waiting.

*'Anna! You're safe!'*

"Why are you so worried?"

*'Of course I am! Oh, I was so worried!'*

Seeing Annie scold Anna with tears in her eyes, Joe completely froze. Come to think of it, Annie's body was translucent.

"…A ghost?"

To Joe, who had taken a staggering step back, Anna introduced Annie with a smile.

"Yep. This is Annie, who helps us out around the house."

*'Nice to meet you.'*

"She's staying over today."

*'I understand.'*

"…"

Joe, seeing a ghost for the first time, remained frozen.

Annie, who had been tilting her head in confusion at Joe, smiled cheerfully after hearing the situation from Anna and extended her hand.

*'Welcome.'*

Joe cautiously took that hand. He must have shuddered in surprise at the coldness of Annie's hand.

"Th-thank you for having me."

At that moment, Annie's face showed a flash of realization. She tilted her head slightly, then smiled softly.

*'Oh my, you're a girl. I might not have any spare clothes for you.'*

"Huh?"

Everyone present, except for Joe, was speechless.

"A girl?"

"…Got a problem with that?"

Joe turned away with a sullen look.

"Um, Joe, tell me your name."

"Josephine. Everyone calls me Joe."

"Josephine!"

And from that day on, Joe, or rather Josephine, came to live in this house as Evans's adopted daughter.

Joe herself had never predicted that she too would end up being raised by the very 'priest' she had complained about to Anna.

Ⅹ

It was two days later when Ritz awoke. Perhaps because he had overexerted himself, he had been completely unconscious and delirious with fever.

As soon as he woke up, he ate with incredible vigor, and just as he was starting to feel human again, he looked over the report that Kenny had brought.

After glancing through most of the report and getting the gist of the incident, Anna came into the room with a girl with short hair. He didn't recognize the girl, who was looking down.

But he deliberately didn't ask anything and just smiled at Anna.

"Hey, Anna. Sorry to make you worry."

At his words, Anna shook her head with teary eyes. Anna probably thought that Ritz had fallen ill because of her.

But it was his own fault. He silently reflected on his mistake. In the first place, it was his fault for getting into a fight, sleeping in the garden, and then mumbling about wanting stew in his delirium. Anna was completely blameless.

Anna gently placed her hand on Ritz's bed and peeked at him. She seemed to have been truly worried.

"Are you really okay now?"

To reassure her, he placed his hand on her head and patted it gently.

"Of course. What happened to that kid who was with you?"

Ritz asked, looking at the girl next to her. Was she a friend of Anna's? She was dressed in a neat and simple dress.

"She's right here. It's Joe."

For a moment, he couldn't grasp what she had said, and after staring intently at the girl, Ritz scratched his head.

"…She was a girl? I thought for sure…"

"Yo."

At Joe's still-rough way of speaking, Ritz laughed. It seemed she might not be wearing this outfit by choice either.

Anna explained that Joe was an orphan and that she had recommended she live in this house.

"And then, Evans-san said, 'Then I'll adopt her.' He said it's perfect since they can't have children."

"I see."

It was true that a ghost and a priest couldn't have children. That might be for the best.

To be honest, Ritz was thinking even further ahead. He hadn't told Franz or Anna yet, but they would be leaving the Royal Capital in the early spring. At that time, he intended to give this mansion to Evans. In the near future, this house would return to Evans. It would be a good thing to have someone living in the house, even an adopted daughter, at that time.

This house was too big for just Annie and Evans.

"You know, Ritz, Joe has a favor to ask you."

"Hmm? What is it?"

To Ritz, who had sat up in bed, Joe approached.

"I want to be a mercenary. Teach me how to use a sword."

"Huh?"

"Your swordsmanship was so cool! I'm going to be a mercenary in the future!"

"…Are you serious?"

"Yeah!"

A dress, this way of speaking, and wanting to be a mercenary…

Her adoptive father, Evans, was certainly in for a tough time.

"Is that a no?"

"…Alright. I'll figure something out."

"Yes!"

It seemed Ritz's first job would be to teach this girl how to use a sword.

And so, Ritz, who was already busy enough with his work at the castle, had just taken on another piece of homework.
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			And so begins Volume 6.

As forewarned, this volume is extremely serious. On top of that, Edward's family (the royals) will appear in droves. Please enjoy.

Although they had trapped the former false king, Stewart, in the 'Infinite Nightmare,' the conspiracy of those targeting the king's life was not over. The second chapter of the conspiracy is about to begin, set in the Royal Capital of Sears.

The content is intensely serious.
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			"Wow, this is amazing!"

Anna, dressed in a chic yet luxurious gown that was a far cry from her usual attire, let out a cry of delight. She showed no signs of fatigue, looking as energetic and happy as ever, as if she hadn't spent the previous day running all over the city.

In contrast, the two men were utterly exhausted.

The plan Anna and Joe had concocted to enjoy the first day of the New Festival Month in Sears to the fullest was formidable.

First, with Evans as their guide, they thoroughly enjoyed the dance at the Main Temple of Light. Ritz, who had rarely set foot in a temple before, found the New Festival Month dance, performed in a beautifully designed temple with a light motif, to be a spectacular sight.

After parting with Evans, who still had work to do, they left the temple and strolled through the market's New Festival Month sale. Being showered with celebratory words from the thronging crowds and shouting them back in turn was a common sight during the festival in this city.

After plenty of eating, drinking, and dancing, they watched the fireworks at the port, fish and chips in hand. By this time, the colorful crowds overflowing onto the main street were intoxicated with barrels of liquor and cheerful music. The whole of Sears was so lively it seemed as if the entire city was drunk.

*It'd be a disaster if the enemy attacked at a time like this,* Ritz thought in a corner of his mind, but considering half the army was on duty, it wasn't worth worrying about.

In the end, he felt as if he had paid for all the times he'd neglected Anna in that single first day of the New Festival Month. He had been roped into the dance carnival of the ecstatic common folk and dragged along to every single event they could find.

Anna and Joe seemed to have had the time of their lives, still buzzing with excitement on the way home, but Ritz, unable to find his usual pace at all, was completely exhausted. Though he looked young, his mind was of the same generation as Edward's, and keeping up with young people—especially girls—was quite taxing.

Apparently, it was the same for Franz. From the halfway point, he had stared blankly ahead, muttering, *I want to go home… I want to go home…* like a mantra, but the two excited girls never noticed.

Besides, there was no way they could leave two young women alone in a city teeming with tipsy, celebrating adults. In the end, Ritz and Franz had served as their escorts through sheer willpower.

And now, it was the second day of the New Festival Month.

They had returned home after a night of revelry that lasted until the wee hours, and today had arrived in what felt like a blink, with no real memory of sleeping or not sleeping.

Peeking past Anna, Ritz saw Franz with distinct dark circles under his eyes, staring down at the venue with an openly sullen expression. Then again, maybe he was sleeping with his eyes open.

Compared to him, Ritz, who had more stamina and was only mentally drained, probably looked a little better off.

Oblivious to the state of the men, Anna gazed at the venue with a relaxed and confident smile.

With light makeup on and her bright red hair, which fell over a fur shawl, tied up cutely, she looked mature and fresh. She didn't look her actual age of thirty, but more like she was in her late teens. It seemed Anna was actually quite beautiful.

Ritz realized for the first time that her baby face might have been why she'd always looked so young. But that was only until she opened her mouth. The moment she spoke, her impression instantly became much younger, and she was back to being the usual Anna.

"Look, look! It's so moving!"

Deeply moved, Anna's eyes welled with tears, but her cheer was instantly drowned out by the resounding music and the beautiful New Year's celebratory dance.

"Hey, isn't it amazing! Are you watching?"

Anna excitedly poked Franz, who had been watching the celebratory dance in silence beside her. With an annoyed look on his face, Franz still nodded back at her.

"As expected of the heart of the kingdom."

Though Franz muttered it with a sullen attitude, he actually seemed impressed. Ritz could tell, no matter how stubborn an attitude he put on.

*Wisdom comes with age… That phrase might have been made for me.* If someone else said it, he'd get angry and retort, *Are you calling me old?* but he was convinced of it himself.

Even the sullen Franz couldn't wear just any old thing today; he was dressed in that tailored crown prince's uniform. Clad in high-class formal wear, he looked surprisingly good in it.

If Ritz had said out loud, *As expected of a rich merchant's son,* he would have surely been decked.

Ritz himself was also clad today in the brilliant, white-based formal attire befitting the Supreme Commander of the Yuresla Kingdom Army. This was the second time he'd worn this uniform, the first being the day he entered the Royal Capital.

His hair was still dyed a gray close to white, and he wore his monocle and beard. It had been just over a month since he'd come to this city, and he was already used to this getup. There was even the faint beginnings of a mark on his nose from the monocle, which had felt strange at first.

Sighing, he looked at his wards, who were still enjoying the New Year's festival with sparkling eyes. If it moved them this much, then it was worth bringing them.

On the second day of the New Festival Month, Ritz's party was seated in the royal box—a corner of the grandest and most luxurious open-air amphitheater in the capital—along with the royal family and the kingdom's dignitaries. They were there to celebrate the festival with the citizens.

The royal box wasn't just any ordinary seating. It was best described as a stone-built, roofed viewing platform on the east side of the amphitheater.

The New Year's Festival began with a New Year's prayer by the head priest and priests of the Main Temple of Light, followed by a congratulatory address from the king, speeches from the ambassadors of various countries, and then performances from each nation. These performances included songs and dances, which served to liven up the start of the festival.

After that came congratulatory speeches from envoys from the cities and temples of the Yuresla Kingdom. There were a few familiar faces among them, but from where the three of them were sitting, they couldn't call out to them.

The only one who noticed them and gave a slight nod was Hellebore, the former commander of the Royal Capital Defense Corps in Faldina and the current lord of the Faldina Autonomous Region, but even that small gesture was somehow gratifying.

The event concluded with the kingdom's national dance troupe performing a dance depicting the myth of the kingdom's founding. It featured the unicorn from Yuresla's crest, as well as Ritz's own kind, who were now holed up in their special autonomous region.

The Clan of Light in the dance was so fantastical, so ethereal and beautiful, that he almost burst out laughing as he secretly recalled the differences between them and his father and himself. The spirit race imagined by the human race was so ephemeral and lovely, but the actual Clan of Light was just another race of people.

True, their appearances were as mystical and beautiful as in the dance, and their lifespans were far longer than humans'. Their ability to command spirits was also on another level. But Ritz knew from personal experience that this reclusive race possessed the same kinds of twisted hearts as humans.

After the hour-long epic dance concluded to thunderous applause, the open-air theater began to change its appearance in a flurry of activity for the next event.

The theater was a large, mortar-shaped amphitheater, and the wide central stage had apparently been used as an arena in ancient times. Though it was rarely used as an arena now, there was one day a year when it was used for its original purpose.

And that was the second day of the New Festival Month… which was today.

While the preparations were underway, the occupants of the royal box took a short break. A curtain was drawn to shield them from the general populace, and several people left their seats for food and rest.

"How are you, Anna? Are you enjoying yourself?"

A mature woman sitting to Ritz's right asked cheerfully. She must have been bored while waiting for the arena to be prepared.

A silver tiara, intricately woven, cast a soft glow upon her rich, flaxen hair. Her bright amethyst eyes, matching her lively tone, looked straight at Anna.

"Yes, I am, Your Majesty the Queen."

Seeing Anna turn back with a smile, the woman—Queen Patricia of Yuresla—smiled serenely. It was hard to believe she would be sixty in two years; she was so youthful.

"I'm so glad you're enjoying it. That dress is absolutely lovely, too."

"Thank you. I'm so happy to hear that."

Anna's words about being surprised were spot on; when Ritz and Franz saw Anna in her changed attire today, they were struck speechless by the transformation. It was a world of difference from her usual attire, which could be described charitably as simple, or uncharitably as plain and rustic.

After a moment of silence, Franz had carelessly remarked, "Fine clothes make the man," earning him a pout from Anna. As for Ritz, after a moment of stunned silence, he was reminded for the first time in a long while that Anna was, in fact, a woman.

He had rarely ever thought of Anna in terms of gender, but as the saying went, women could transform themselves. If even Anna could look like this, he wondered just how much the women called beauties transformed themselves.

"Girls are just wonderful, aren't they? So cute. It was worth choosing it for you."

Patricia gazed at Anna, entranced. She had apparently always wanted a daughter. She said she had longed for a life of picking out clothes and going shopping with a daughter.

Unfortunately, she was blessed with only one son, and on top of that, her only grandchild was also a boy, so her dream had never come true until now.

The Queen said she was now happily fulfilling that long-suppressed dream with Anna. Unfortunately, she lamented that her position made shopping impossible. Unlike her husband, Patricia didn't wander around the city as she pleased.

"But that dress on the far right was cute, too, wasn't it?"

"It was, wasn't it? That's what I was thinking, too. Oh, I wonder if we could have it brought here now? Oh, and that shawl on the far left…"

Unable to bear it any longer, Ritz interjected as Patricia and Anna chattered away like a storm with him in the middle.

"You're being loud. Have some consideration for the guy stuck between you."

Patricia shot a light glare at Ritz, who had spoken in a low voice, and replied in a similarly low voice.

"How arrogant. In your current state, you don't even register in my eyes."

"Huh?"

Ritz was speechless, not understanding what she meant.

"Take a look in the mirror. Goodness, that getup of yours is just so scruffy."

At Patricia's blunt words, Ritz was at a loss. He couldn't really argue with her calling his disguise scruffy.

After all, he thought so himself.

Seeing Ritz's expression, Patricia, as if certain of her victory, didn't let up her assault, continuing in a low yet confident voice that those around them couldn't hear.

"You're one of the spirit race, aren't you?"

"Yes, but…"

"I had hoped to see you having grown into the same handsome young man you were back then, not a day older. You were quite good-looking in those days, I hate to admit."

With a theatrical sigh, Patricia glanced sideways at Ritz. A pain, like an old wound being gently prodded, shot through his chest, and he instinctively looked away, but Patricia continued, unfazed.

"So what's with this look? White hair and a fake beard! Honestly, you're such a disappointment."

Feeling a little hurt by her tone, which was a mix of exasperation and genuine disappointment, he still made a point of retorting. He had never been one to take things lying down, not even back then.

"I have my reasons, you know."

Patricia snorted at the flustered Ritz. A playful, teasing glint flickered in her slightly narrowed amethyst eyes.

"Oh? And what reasons might those be?"

"W-Well… you know, it's… that…"

"'That'? What's 'that'? In the end, it's just you running away, isn't it?"

"Ugh…"

Patricia, whom he had known since before the civil war, was also his first love. Patricia knew that too, and they had even had verbal spars about it in the past.

Of course, Ritz always lost those verbal battles, ending up either angry and sulking into silence or running away. In his absence, she had considerably sharpened the barbs and wit of her words.

"I'll hear any rebuttal you have. Go on, speak up."

Edward, who had been quietly observing the two at first, stepped in between them with a wry smile. It had always been Edward's job to step in during arguments between Ritz and Patricia.

"Patty, Ritz, that's enough."

At Edward's words, he shut his mouth like a scolded child. It was amusing to see Patricia right in front of him shutting her mouth with the exact same expression. Come to think of it, someone had once told them they were two peas in a pod.

"You're being careless, Patty. Not everyone here knows Ritz's true form, and we have no intention of telling them. So you absolutely cannot let it slip. You understand that, don't you?"

Patricia, who had been so spirited until now, shrugged her shoulders when confronted with sound logic.

"I know."

"You too, Ritz. You were the one who decided to wear that disguise, weren't you? Don't make a fuss over every little thing Patty says."

"Yeah, yeah."

Edward looked at the two of them and sighed. He was probably thinking how childish they were for their age. Ritz refrained from pointing out that Edward was the same.

In fact, only a few people here knew what Ritz looked like without his disguise. King Edward, of course, Queen Patricia, Crown Prince Gerald, Prime Minister Shasta, Chamberlain O'Connor, First Platoon Leader of the Kingdom Army Inspectorate Department Kenny Fort, and Ritz's two companions.

The regular army commanders, the head of the Royal Guard, and the chiefs of various administrative departments, with whom he wasn't yet closely acquainted, were not aware of Ritz's true face.

A secret shared by many is no longer a secret. That was why Ritz had instructed them never to reveal his true form to anyone other than this small circle of people.

Beside Edward sat a gentle-looking young man in his early thirties, watching the two now-silent individuals with a soft gaze. With beautiful golden hair inherited from his father and bright violet eyes that strongly resembled his mother's, his name was Gerald. He was the one and only Crown Prince of the Yuresla Kingdom.

Patricia had told Ritz herself that she'd had a difficult birth with him, and it had left her unable to have more children. It sounded like a tragic story, but according to her, *Compared to my mother, who died right after giving birth to me in a difficult labor, the fact that I'm alive and well is a blessing.* That was her take on it.

He had inherited the name of his father, a hero of the civil war, but his personality was gentler than anyone else in his family. It was rumored where his gentleness came from, when both his parents were hailed as heroes.

Edward had told him his swordsmanship was decent, but otherwise unremarkable. His preference for history books and paintings over martial arts also set him far apart from his parents.

In a peaceful era, he would likely become a good king who understood both history and politics well, ruling over a peaceful nation.

He married young, but his quiet and gentle wife, a perfect match for him, was frail. She fell ill soon after giving birth to their son and was taken to the heavens. Patricia, who had been overjoyed to finally have a daughter-in-law, and Gerald's grief at the time were said to have been immense.

Gerald's son was twelve years old. He wasn't here now. According to rumors in the royal castle, it was this grandson who had strongly inherited the personalities of the current king and queen, who were so great they had become legends.

But Ritz didn't actually know this grandson well. He had sat with him at a meal once, but they hadn't met since.

Today, he had insisted on watching the arena from the front row with the Royal Guard and was apparently in a different section from the royal box. Edward seemed concerned, saying, *Perhaps because he's still young, he's a bit stubborn and has a tendency to be overly proud of his lineage.*

"Ritz, what're you drinking?"

Anna's words brought him back to his senses. Thanks to O'Connor's consideration, a small amount of alcohol was being served. Following Edward and Patricia's lead, who were drinking champagne, Ritz also picked up a glass of champagne.

The venue had completely changed its appearance. Before his eyes, the stage that had been used for performances and speeches was quickly cleared away, and in its place, the Royal Guard now formed a circle around the arena.

"Why are the soldiers standing guard?"

He answered Anna's question.

"Two reasons. First, it looks good, don't you think?"

"Yeah."

The Royal Guard's uniform was dark blue, unlike the dark brown of the kingdom army. It was adorned with gold decorations. Because they often appeared in flashy ceremonies to guard the royal family, their uniforms were like this. So when they were arranged at equal intervals around the arena like this, it looked neat and was effective in maintaining the king's dignity.

"By the way, most of the regular army wears dark brown uniforms. Kenny's is dark brown, right?"

"Yeah. But the style is different, isn't it?"

"Inspectors are special. Also, the king's personal bodyguards, the Praetorian Guard, wear black with long coats."

"I see."

He continued speaking to a deeply convinced Anna.

"The other reason the Royal Guard is there is for protection. So that if anything happens, they can all immediately defend."

Most of the participants in the arena were soldiers. But there were also people who had no connection to the military at all. If there was a participant who posed a threat to the royal family, they were positioned to deal with it on the spot.

"Hmm. You know a lot, Ritz."

Anna seemed impressed. He was a minister of this country, after all, so it was only natural for him to know this much.

With the atmosphere and mood rekindled, the main event of the day began.

It was a tournament-style martial arts competition where those confident in their skills would fight one-on-one, and the strongest would emerge victorious. The last one standing would have one wish granted by the king.

Of course, wishes that would harm the state, wishes for personal revenge, or unreasonable requests like demanding an extremely large sum of money were not permitted. In the first place, the participants of this martial arts competition were all people who placed more importance on winning honor for themselves than on having a wish granted by the king. There was almost no one who would make an outrageous wish.

Any citizen of the kingdom had the right to participate, but the martial arts level of the participants was high, and very few ordinary citizens made it to the main tournament. The ones who remained were almost always soldiers.

Even so, this martial arts competition was extremely popular, and the open-air amphitheater was already filled with spectating citizens. Evans and Joe should be among them, but there was no way to find them.

As the crowd grew, people carrying boxes to sell food and drinks began to busily move in and out of the venue. You could see them raising their voices to be heard over the clamoring audience.

"Man, I wish I could watch from over there."

He grumbled, but he knew it wasn't possible. He could see Franz and Anna giving small nods in response to his muttering.

For common folk with simple tastes, there were simple pleasures. The taste of a cheap sausage eaten in the stands. The feeling of cold ale going down your throat amidst the heat of the crowd. The comfortable environment where you could cross your legs, rest your chin on your hand, and watch intently…

As the three of them were vaguely lost in their own daydreams, a trumpet blew bravely, and the warriors participating in today's competition entered the arena.

Today's participants were the fourteen who had won the preliminary rounds.

Three were women, and the rest seemed to be men. There appeared to be some spirit users among them, too. You could tell from their equipment. And one of the men was short, already clad in armor, and not showing his face.

Once the trumpets and cheers died down, Edward slowly stood up. A cheer praising the king erupted in the arena.

"He really acts like a king…"

Ritz's quiet mutter amidst the great cheer was not heard by anyone. Edward's sonorous voice echoed in his ears from close by.

"Warriors gathered for the New Festival Month Martial Arts Tournament, give your all and carve your names into the history of this arena. Fight without fear and seize glory with your own hands. To the one who remains standing, honor shall be given, and your wish shall be granted."

After Edward's short but powerful declaration, another great cheer arose, and the matches finally began.

For fourteen people to become one, a total of thirteen matches would be held. The first round had seven matches, the second had three, the semi-finals had two, and then the final. One lucky person in the second round would get a bye and advance to the third.

Watching all of these battles was apparently an annual tradition for the king and his dignitaries. Ritz, who wanted to quickly shed this disguise, escape, and head out into the city, was nonetheless intrigued by the combat, his own area of expertise. If this had been a series of greetings from foreign dignitaries, he would have slipped away during the last break.

The matches lasted about ten minutes each, and at most, around twenty. Since all the participants were skilled, the matches were never decided in an instant, and it was rare for them to become long-drawn-out affairs.

"My unit will take the prize this year."

"Oh no, we won't lose this year."

Far behind them, Ritz could hear the commander-in-chief of the kingdom's regular army and the commander-in-chief of the kingdom's defense forces talking cheerfully, glasses in hand.

It wasn't just these two; apparently, a heated battle unfolded between the commanders-in-chief every year at this tournament. For them, this competition might have the significance of an inter-departmental army tournament. Indeed, in this era without war, this tournament was a good test of strength for soldiers who wanted to test their daily training.

This time, as always, most of the participants were affiliated with the military, but there was one person fighting a lone battle. The cheers came mostly from the spectators; there was no sign of him being supported by the soldiers.

That person was the smallest man, the one in armor who wouldn't even show his face. He had luckily gotten a bye in the second round, and that small person was now competing in the third.

"Hey Ed, who's the short guy?"

Ritz asked Edward in a loud voice so as not to be drowned out by the roaring cheers.

"Hold on. Shasta, do you have the participant list?"

He asked Shasta, who was sitting two seats to his left, and received a piece of paper.

"This is the list of participants for this year's main tournament."

Edward didn't even glance at the paper and handed it directly to Ritz. For Edward, who was completely used to this annual event, the participants probably held no interest.

Ritz gave a wry smile at a certain name on the sheet, which listed the first-round matchups, participant names, brief histories, and affiliations.

By coincidence, there was someone with an incredible name. It was a combination of Edward's uncle's name, 'Greig,' and the surname of the supreme commander from forty years ago whom Ritz called 'the old man,' 'Morgan.'

According to the list, on which Shasta had meticulously recorded wins and losses, that person with the incredible name was apparently that small individual.

At that moment, a roar of cheers erupted from the venue. When he looked up from the paper, the small person was raising both hands in response to the cheers. It seemed he had won. Glancing behind him, he saw the defense department commander slump his shoulders in disappointment. That meant that small person had impressively advanced against a military opponent.

He had won this much, yet why did he still not show his face? That piqued Ritz's interest.

"Interesting."

That person won the semi-finals as well and finally stood on the stage for the final match. Glancing sideways, his eyes met Anna's.

"Hey, hey, Ritz, who are you rooting for?"

Anna asked innocently.

"Who are you rooting for, Anna?"

He threw the question right back at her, and Anna replied with a bright smile.

"The little guy! Because his opponent is big and looks strong."

"Yeah. Me too."

While they were talking, the final match began.

When the small Greig Morgan faced the large and skilled soldier from the kingdom's regular army, it looked like an adult and a child. But Greig Morgan was fast enough to cover for that.

His sword technique was good, too. It was rough around the edges, but his skill was obvious to anyone.

As Ritz watched the match, he gradually began to notice that Greig Morgan's swordsmanship resembled someone's.

Though immature, his movements were elegant and without openings, seemingly relaxed yet swift… If he trained and his movements became more defined…

Ritz discreetly glanced over at Edward and saw that Edward was staring intently at Greig Morgan, as if trying to burn a hole through him.

So Edward had noticed. And one seat beyond him, Shasta also turned to look at Ritz with a surprised expression. He had noticed, too.

"You've got to be kidding…"

Greig Morgan's swordsmanship, his movements, were exactly like Edward's in his youth.

"Ritz, let me see that list again."
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			The moment Edward reached out his hand toward Ritz, the entire venue erupted in a roar. The three of them reflexively looked at the arena.

The sword had vanished from the regular army soldier's hand and was lying on the ground behind him. It had been knocked away by the small Greig Morgan.

"The winner is Greig Morgan!"

At the declaration of the Royal Guard commander serving as the judge, the venue erupted. The man with swordsmanship identical to Edward's had won.

At that moment, Patricia, who had been sitting next to Ritz, stood up and shouted.

"You did it! As expected of you, Greig!"

"Huh?"

Ritz, Edward, Shasta, and Gerald, who turned around in surprise, were left speechless by Patricia's next words.

"As expected of my grandson!"

When he took off his helmet, the venue fell silent for a moment. What appeared was shining flaxen hair, just like the queen's, and beautiful light blue eyes like the clear surface of water, just like the king's. He had an atmosphere very similar to Edward's.

It was none other than Crown Prince Gerald's son, the king's grandson, Prince Greig, age twelve.

The cheers that had filled the venue were instantly replaced by a different kind of roar.

"Long live His Highness Prince Greig!"

But Greig, being celebrated by the crowd, kept his eyes fixed on Edward and Gerald, waiting for his father's and grandfather's words like a child expecting a scolding.

It was Gerald who let out a deep sigh.

"Father, Mother, my apologies. Greig has done something outrageous again…"

As Gerald's shoulders slumped, Patricia laughed nonchalantly.

"Why are you apologizing, Jerry? Greig is old enough now. It's fine for him to take responsibility for his own actions. Right, Edy?"

Patricia, who had been stunned, smiled bewitchingly at Edward, holding a fan to her lips.

"You knew, Patty?"

"Yes, of course I knew."

"Then why didn't you stop him?"

"It's a grandmother's duty to listen to her grandson's troubles. I listened and gave him my approval."

At Patricia's bright, completely unapologetic smile, Edward gave a wry grin. When she was this brazen, there was no way to pursue the matter.

"You're a handful."

"Oh? Is there a rule that says royalty can't participate in this tournament?"

Caught off guard, Edward fell silent for a moment before letting out a small sigh.

"…You're right, there isn't. This is unexpected."

With a wry smile, Edward slowly stood up. The spectators, who had been cheering at the top of their lungs, saw him and quietly sat down in their seats.

"The winner has been decided. But the one who should bestow the prize has won it himself. Will my beloved citizens allow this?"

At Edward's playful words, the venue erupted in laughter, praising the king. Edward's popularity in Sears was abnormally high. With this, Greig was officially granted the honor of being the winner and the right to have his wish granted.

Once it quieted down again, Edward bestowed the honor upon the kneeling Greig.

"My grandson, Greig, I grant you the honor of being the Warrior of the New Festival Month. Well done on your victory."

"I am most grateful."

Greig accepted the commemorative sword from the commander of the Royal Guard's castle security battalion and showed a momentarily embarrassed expression to the commander, who seemed to be an acquaintance. Then he knelt again and bowed his head before Edward. As his grandson remained motionless, Edward asked him.

"Now, Greig, why did you enter this tournament without telling me or the Crown Prince?"

At that, Greig looked up as if he had been waiting for the question. His eyes were sparkling.

"To have my wish granted, Your Majesty."

"And what is your wish?"

As soon as Edward's words ended, Greig shot a sharp glare at a single point. And there stood Ritz.

"…Me?"

Ritz muttered in a low voice. Had he done something to earn the prince's enmity? He couldn't think of anything at all.

"With all due respect, Your Majesty, I do not yet know the minister who stands there. I have heard much from His Majesty the King, the Prime Minister, and Her Highness the Queen, and I have studied my history properly, so I am aware that said minister is His Majesty's right-hand man. However, I cannot be told to respect a man who suddenly appeared just because he is a minister."

After saying all that in a rush with a still-childish tone, Greig glared fixedly at Ritz again.

"Greig, does that mean you do not trust my judgment?"

At Edward's cheerful and direct words, Greig shook his head vigorously, as if to say it was unthinkable, and then his cheeks flushed at his own childish action. In that respect, he was still a boy.

"No, Your Majesty. To me, the minister's past achievements are the same as old tales. I wish to understand and acknowledge a person with my own eyes. According to the history books, the minister is quite a skilled swordsman…"

He was starting to get an idea of what Greig wanted. Ritz let out a breath and glanced at the sword at his seat. Today, he wasn't carrying the cheap one he took when going out for a drink or a night on the town; of course, he had brought his own weapon, a greatsword.

"Your Majesty, I wish for you to grant me a one-on-one match with the minister. Here, in this place, with the citizens as witnesses."

At Greig's clear declaration, the venue fell silent.

A duel between the prince and the minister… It was unprecedented.

Everyone fell silent, perhaps wondering if this would lead to an internal division in the kingdom. For this country, which had not experienced a war with an external enemy for a long time, civil war was the most terrifying thing.

But what broke the heavy silence was Edward's hearty laughter. It wasn't an act; Edward was laughing with genuine amusement.

"He has a point."

Suppressing his laughter, Edward turned to look at Ritz.

"What will you do, Minister?"

Being put on the spot like this in front of this large crowd, Ritz had only one option. He stood up, removed the cloak from his formal attire, and took his greatsword in hand.

"Greig, I permit your match with the minister. Is that acceptable, Minister?"

Edward's eyes, looking at Ritz with great dignity, were laughing. If the crowd weren't here, he'd probably be saying something like, *Go play with him for a bit,* and roaring with laughter.

To be honest, he had never taken off this disguise in front of Greig. He had underestimated him because he was still just a boy. Glancing over, he saw that Patricia, who had apparently known the whole situation, was enjoying his predicament. The way she was laughing while hiding her face with a fan so the populace wouldn't see was rather cunning.

"You set me up, Patty…"

He muttered in a low voice, and as if she heard, Patricia returned a bright smile.

"'Set you up'? What an awful thing to say. Ho ho ho ho…"

Shasta, the lone voice of reason, let out a deep sigh and then fell silent with a worried look on his face. He must have been at a loss for words.

"Ritz, are you going?"

He looked over and saw Anna asking cheerfully. Ritz lowered his voice so those around couldn't hear and answered in a murmur.

"I've been called out, so I have to go, don't I?"

"Think you can win?"

"Like I'd lose to a greenhorn."

"I see~ Good luck, then."

Next to Anna, who was waving cheerfully, Franz just gave a slight shrug in Ritz's direction. If he were to put it into words, it would probably be something like, *Being a minister sure is tough.* Neither of them felt any sense of crisis in this situation.

Even though they had only traveled together for a few months, they were already used to being caught up in situations like this. As for Ritz, he didn't feel any sense of crisis either; he just didn't want to stand out. So why did things always turn out like this…?

"Minister, are you prepared?"

At Edward's question, Ritz bowed deeply and answered.

"…As Your Majesty wishes…"

Ritz kept his head down so the crowd wouldn't hear and complained to Edward, who had come over and clapped him on the shoulder.

"Ed, you'll pay for this later."

"I'm old now, I can't remember that long."

"You old geezer."

And so, Ritz ended up having to draw his sword in front of a huge crowd right at the start of the New Festival Month.

Taking a back route from the royal box and descending into the arena under the curious gazes of the people, Ritz sighed at the ridiculousness of the situation.

The people's gazes were undoubtedly focused solely on Ritz, and it was painful. That was only natural; to the populace, Prince Greig was a familiar face, while Ritz was a mysterious man who had suddenly appeared recently.

Honestly, he had tried to keep a low profile in this disguise, but this ruined everything.

However, regardless of Ritz's feelings, Greig directed his gaze straight at him. His dignified attitude, his confidence. Though he was only twelve, his eyes had a good gleam, one that could see things clearly.

Royal qualities—he had inherited them well.

"I am not like my father. I will not respect someone just because I am told to, just because they suddenly appeared."

With that declaration, his face as he glared at Ritz bore a striking resemblance to Edward. He resembled Edward more than his own father, Gerald.

"I have heard from my grandfather that you are a swordsman of remarkable skill. He even said that if you fought seriously, you would be an unbeatable opponent. But I do not believe it."

Greig pointed the sword in his hand straight at Ritz.

"Therefore, I request a match!"

Ritz bowed deeply.

"I shall be your opponent, Your Highness."

As soon as he finished speaking, Ritz drew his greatsword from its sheath and took his stance. Greig also took his stance. As if that was the signal, the Royal Guard who had been acting as the judge announced the start of the match to the two of them.

"Your Highness, whenever you are ready."

At Ritz's relaxed words, Greig's brow furrowed in slight annoyance, but he immediately charged forward.

Greig aimed for a single first strike. With a swift movement, the tip of his sword was thrust toward Ritz. It conveyed his seriousness.

Without dodging the strike or moving his body like his previous opponents had, Ritz easily blocked Greig's sword with his greatsword.

The impact he felt on the greatsword was indeed a bit heavy, but from Ritz's perspective, it was ultimately a training sword, and his fighting style had weaknesses. That sword was one of technique alone, unaccustomed to real battle.

From what he'd seen of the previous matches, Greig's strength lay in the unpredictable attacks he could launch from his height difference, taking advantage of his small, still-growing body, and his speed.

In contrast, Ritz's sword was one of power, skill, and practical experience from having survived numerous life-or-death battles.

"Kuh…"

Greig, who had been pushing with force, lost his balance slightly. Ritz had momentarily pulled back his greatsword. Not missing that instant, Ritz swung his greatsword horizontally and easily repelled Greig.

Thrown off by the feint, Greig stumbled a few steps and caught himself. He seemed bewildered by Ritz's movements, which were subtly different from the soldiers he had faced so far.

"Is something the matter, Your Highness?"

The confident remark thrown at Greig as he regained his posture made the previously self-assured prince flush with irritation.

"Nothing's the matter! That was just a warm-up!"

He easily fell for the provocation… He was still a twelve-year-old boy, so it couldn't be helped. He probably didn't realize that his own attacks were becoming full of openings because of it.

Greig repeatedly launched various sword attacks at Ritz. But without even swinging his greatsword in response, Ritz lightly dodged the sword at the last possible moment. The sound of the sword tip cutting through the air, *hyu,* showed Greig's speed, but even that was slow from Ritz's point of view.

Perhaps realizing that Ritz was doing it on purpose, Greig swung his sword even more frantically.

"Why do you run!?"

Frustrated that his attacks weren't connecting at all, Greig finally shouted, panting. Not a shred of composure remained.

"I'm not one for wasted movements."

Finally, Ritz readied his greatsword, but he only used it to lightly parry all of the attacks. Greig was the only one who was out of breath; Ritz was completely calm.

"Why don't you attack!?"

Greig, who had distanced himself to catch his breath for a moment, shouted at Ritz again.

"Because you've left me no opening to do so, Your Highness."

But that was a lie. To be honest, for Ritz, this match was a simple one that would end the moment he landed a single blow.

The reason he didn't was simply that this Greig was so desperate that he felt like teaching him a little something.

"You mock me!"

Letting his emotions get the better of him, Greig recklessly attacked Ritz. Ritz parried and deflected the blows with minimal movement.

The silent populace and the spectating soldiers. Only the metallic clash of sword against sword dominated the arena.

The reason he had been able to win the tournament was likely because most of the participants were young soldiers. Ironically, the majority of this country's soldiers had never known real combat.

Having only faced such opponents, Greig, who could only unleash by-the-book sword techniques from the front, had no chance of winning.

In this peaceful era, the only units that could constantly gain practical experience were probably the Kingdom Army Inspectorate Department and the Kingdom Army Military Police. But no one from either of those two units had participated in this tournament.

Both of these units held a slightly different position within the military, so they rarely participated in events like this.

Still, what a carefree era it was, when only the units that maintained peace and public order gained practical experience.

"I will land at least one blow!"

As Greig thrust his swift sword at Ritz with a desperate look, Ritz created a fleeting opening. It was a trick Ritz often used when he wanted to manipulate his opponent.

Franz, who had fallen for it once before, would probably notice it from his seat above. But Greig, who should have been more skilled in swordsmanship than Franz, fell for it.

His weakness of having only learned honorable swordsmanship had been exposed.

He aimed for the hilt of Ritz's readied greatsword. He probably thought that if he could land a blow on Ritz's hand there, he could make him drop his sword.

But it was a perfectly calculated move. Instead of dodging sideways, Ritz quickly dropped to one knee right in front of Greig, who was aiming for his arm, and thrust the pommel of his greatsword toward him.

"Damn it!"

By the time he realized Ritz's intention, it was too late. Greig felt a tremendous impact on the armor covering his stomach.

"Ugh…"

But Greig's tenacity kept him from falling to the ground. In his fading consciousness from the pain, the sword he had swung luckily knocked Ritz's monocle flying.

Reflecting the sunlight, the monocle sparkled as it flew high into the air and fell.

"Oops, my bad."

As Ritz muttered that, he saw Greig's eyes widen in a start. It seemed that seeing him up close, he had realized. That Ritz was using a disguise and only appeared old, but was actually still quite young.

"The winner is His Excellency, Minister Alster!"

At the voice of the Royal Guard commander who had served as the judge, the populace, who had been watching the fight in silence until now, broke into a clamor and cheers.

Ritz went over to Greig and offered him a hand. Greig, who was rubbing his sore stomach but had finally managed to sit up, slapped Ritz's hand away.

He had probably never experienced a complete defeat before. That's why he couldn't forgive himself for losing in such a pathetic way.

Ritz dropped to his knee to meet the gaze of the sulking, seated Greig, dropped the formal language, and spoke to the downcast boy in his usual tone.

The crowd was cheering and couldn't hear them.

"Your sword style isn't bad, you know."

At the cheerful tone, Greig looked up as if jolted. His eyes were wide, as if he were seeing something strange. What he saw was probably the image of a man of indeterminate age with only white hair and a beard. Ritz had intentionally dropped his previously stiff expression.

"But there's something you're missing."

As Ritz spoke while still crouched, Greig puffed out his cheeks.

"Is it age? Are you trying to say I'm still a child?"

It's that kind of thing that makes you a child… Ritz resisted the urge to say it and continued.

"It's not about age. What you're missing isn't technique or anything like that. When I met Ed, he certainly had it. But you don't have it now."

Greig started to open his mouth to argue, but then he fell silent without retorting. He must not have understood the meaning of the words directed at him.

"The match is over. When a hand is offered, you should accept the gesture… except in a real battle, that is."

With that, Ritz grabbed Greig's hand and pulled him up with one arm, staging a handshake regardless of the boy's will. The crowd, completely unaware of their exchange, roared with excitement.

Ritz patted the shoulder of the sullenly averted Greig, picked up the greatsword's sheath, and sheathed his sword.

He had wondered how things would turn out for a moment, but he was glad it ended safely. Muttering that to himself, Ritz started walking toward the royal box.
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			The remaining six days of the New Festival Month holiday passed by in a flash. Thankfully, there were no more formal gatherings involving the royal family or high-ranking officials after that martial arts tournament.

And so, freed from the previous troubles, Ritz and his companions were able to fully enjoy the rest of the New Year's festival.

In the month since they had arrived in this city, the three of them had never gone out together, so going around various places with Joe, making it a group of four, and checking out the bustling shops and pubs was more fun than he had expected.

Ironically, even though they had been forced into a rather poor journey on the road, Ritz's first salary as a minister had just come in, giving Franz, who was in charge of the wallet, a considerable amount of leeway.

Thanks to that, they were able to visit various theaters, circuses, and famous restaurants that they couldn't afford before due to their budget.

It wasn't that there were no incidents, but the New Festival Month ended on a fun and cheerful note, and the city, as if waking from a long dream, began to return to normal. The festive afterglow still lingered among the people, creating a strange sense of buoyancy, but they would soon return to their normal lives.

And so, Ritz, who hated paperwork, had tearfully returned to work as soon as January began.

The first day of work began with an audience ceremony, attended by all the civil and military officials who performed their duties in the capital of the Yuresla Kingdom, Sears.

Ritz, who had been out playing until just yesterday, stood beside the king on the throne, desperately fighting off sleep. Although he knew it was only a promise until this spring, Ritz truly felt that he was not suited for this.

Thirty-five years ago, abandoning this position to follow the mercenary captain of the time as an apprentice was undoubtedly the right choice.

"Everyone, for the sake of the kingdom's people, let us strive with even greater effort and…"

Edward's speech, said to move the hearts of its listeners, was nothing but a lullaby to Ritz. Strangely, he had always been able to argue with Edward's words but never been intoxicated by them. Was this a quirk of his personality, or an innate skill?

According to his companions from back then, for Ritz, who was already Edward's loyal dog, speeches were irrelevant.

In any case, thanks to this, he could maintain a friendship with Edward rather than a master-servant relationship.

The audience ceremony ended, and after a short break, the military review would begin. Two hours in between. For Ritz, the ordeal would continue for a few more hours.

As Edward returned to his office for a break, he looked back at Ritz and Shasta, who were standing beside him.

"You two, what are you doing for your break?"

At the sudden question, the two were unable to answer, and Edward smiled.

"If you're free, why don't you join me?"

Edward pointed down the corridor leading to his office. Apparently, he had something to discuss.

"When you say it like that, I can't really refuse, can I?"

At Ritz's slightly sarcastic, sigh-laden words, Edward replied with a cool expression.

"You know me well, don't you?"

Shrugging, he looked at Shasta, who was giving a wry smile at their exchange.

"Then we shall listen, Your Majesty."

In the office, warm coffee for three had already been prepared. It seemed Edward knew the two would come to this room without refusing.

At any rate, the three of them were finally able to catch their breath there.

"Ah~ I was so sleepy~

As the attendant left, Ritz leaned back on the sofa. Shasta's gaze, looking at Ritz with exasperation, was a little cold.

"Ritz-san, you were yawning during the audience ceremony, weren't you?"

"…You saw?"

"It's not a matter of 'you saw.' Your position is different from back then. Even if you find it a bit troublesome, in public, you must act properly…"

"Shasta."

It was not Ritz, who was being scolded, but Edward who interrupted Shasta's seemingly endless lecture.

"What is it, Your Majesty?"

"I called you two here because I have something to discuss. Do you intend to waste my time lecturing Ritz?"

He was right. The break was only two hours, so this was no time for such a conversation.

But Shasta looked at Ritz discontentedly, then, as usual, sighed and ran a hand through his neatly combed, gray-streaked hair.

"Honestly… It can't be helped. Ritz-san, please be careful during the military review."

"I know."

Being with these two made him feel as if he had returned to the immature days when he had just left the forest. Even though forty years had passed since then.

"Your Majesty, please, the matter at hand."

As if nothing had happened, Shasta sat opposite Ritz and picked up his coffee cup. As if drawn by that, Ritz also took a cup. The throne room had been large and cold, so the warm coffee was very welcome.

After confirming that the two had each taken a sip of coffee and caught their breath, Edward, still standing, opened his mouth.

"We will hold a meeting after the military review."

"A meeting?"

For a moment, Ritz and Shasta didn't understand and looked up at Edward. It shouldn't have been on the schedule. But since Edward was the one proposing it, it must be an important meeting. The two waited silently for him to continue. Since they couldn't think of anything, they couldn't make any unnecessary guesses.

"It seems the drug syndicate that the Military Police have been investigating recently has suddenly become more active."

Edward never got to the heart of the matter right away. He was the type to gradually fill in the background. So the two could only wait.

"It's a large-scale organization. It seems they're running short on hands and are even trying to recruit the city's thugs. You had a run-in with one of those groups, didn't you, Ritz?"

"…? What are you talking about?"

"That gold hair ornament."

It was the opponent Ritz had knocked out when he intervened in a bar fight.

"Them!"

Their name was the Ward Family, apparently. Joe, who had been badly beaten by them, had told him the details about the men after Ritz collapsed.

"Before any more damage is done, we will strike their hideout. The Military Police have come to that conclusion."

Ritz tilted his head. That was the Military Police's job; there was no need for the king to interfere. Shasta, sitting opposite him, also tilted his head in confusion. It seemed he, too, couldn't figure out where Edward's story was going.

"And then, I had Kenny Fort and the Kingdom Army Inspectorate Department's First Platoon continue the investigation into my brother's case, and unexpectedly, these two things have become connected."

"What!?"

Ritz instinctively slammed the coffee cup he was holding onto the table. Coffee spilled from the cup.

"What do you mean, Ed!?"

Drugs and a case concerning the succession to the throne… Two things that should never have been connected were now linked.

"Calm down, Ritz."

Edward finally sat down on the sofa where the two were sitting. Without minding the two who were staring at him, he took a sip of the slightly cooled coffee.

"Your Majesty, what is the meaning of this? This is no time to be coy!"

After reflexively scolding Edward as he had in the old days, Shasta hastily fell silent.

"…My apologies."

"Don't worry about it, Shasta."

After drinking about half of the coffee, Edward spoke again.

"I'll have you hear the details in the meeting later."

At the incomprehensible answer, the two fell into a sullen silence. If that was the case, there was no need to call the two of them here. Their thoughts were written on their faces, and Edward gave a wry smile.

"I had something I wanted to talk to you two about before that. Don't be so angry."

The two had no choice but to follow the ever-composed Edward. This was always his way of leading a conversation with them.

"This time, the city-wide raid on the drug syndicate will involve two organizations: the Military Police and the Inspectorate Department. Since they're organizations that have never gotten along, no matter which side's person takes command, there will be lingering resentment."

"That's true."

When organizations, especially those that pride themselves on protecting the capital in different ways, conduct a joint operation, it inevitably creates some kind of friction. It's like a law of human nature that's been decided since ancient times.

"So I thought of dispatching someone who would leave no future grievances as the commander of the two organizations. I want you two to think about whether that is appropriate."

For a moment, the two were taken in by the riddle-like words. And in the next moment, Ritz realized who that person who would leave no grievances was.

"You… don't tell me…"

At Ritz's astonished gaze, Edward gave a smile that was almost a wry grin.

"What is it? What's going on?"

Without answering the bewildered Shasta, Ritz stood up and approached Edward.

"The commander… it's Gerald, isn't it?"

"That's right."

No one could move. A painful silence filled the room.

It was Shasta who broke the silence. He slammed both hands on the table and stood up. The coffee pot tipped over, spilling its contents spectacularly onto the tablecloth.

"What are you thinking, Your Majesty!?"

His hands on the table were now trembling, clutching the cloth in anger.

"Calm down, Shasta."

When Edward, who had righted the spilled pot, spoke calmly, Shasta's calm voice only fueled his irritation further.

"Calm down, you say? It is you who should calm down and think, Your Majesty! Why would you deliberately expose His Highness the Crown Prince to danger!?"

If his opponent hadn't been Edward, Shasta would surely have grabbed him by the collar. But his opponent, though his foster brother, was the king who ruled this country.

Knowing Shasta's internal conflict, Edward directly conveyed his thoughts to him.

"How can someone who knows no danger save people from it? Gerald has never once been on a battlefield, you know?"

At Edward's question, Shasta shook his head violently. His hair fell into disarray.

"Even so, His Highness knows the weight of life! He understands the weight of the people's feelings. Is that not enough for you? This is an era of peace, not the era of war that we endured."

At Shasta's impassioned speech, Edward, too, had reflexively stood up.

"Can someone who has never led the lives of men lead this kingdom, staking the nation's fate?"

"He can! Sir Gerald is your child, is he not, Your Majesty!?"

In an instant, Edward's expression changed.

What Shasta had mentioned was the legitimacy of blood ties, which Edward despised the most. Showing his displeasure, Edward confronted Shasta.

"It is not blood that rules a country, but one's own will. How can you know if Gerald, who has only ever known being protected, has that resolve? You are naive, Shasta!"

"I am not naive! It is you who are mistaken, Your Majesty!"

Ritz, who had been watching the tense argument between the two, was the calmest. Perhaps because he had spent less time with the Crown Prince, he wasn't as emotionally invested as these two.

"Both of you, calm down!"

When their argument started to get emotional, Ritz stood up and shouted.

"First, Ed. You're going to hear the details in the meeting later, right? You don't even know what the situation is at this point. For now, listen to the report at the meeting and then make your decision. A day or so of delay in the decision won't be a problem! Am I wrong?"

When he stated his sound argument clearly, Edward fell silent. When Ritz admonished him, contrary to his usual behavior, Edward knew he had lost his composure and didn't even argue back. Taking his eyes off the silent Edward, Ritz then turned to face Shasta.

"And you, Shasta. Even if Gerald takes on a dangerous mission, he absolutely will not die. I can guarantee that much."

At Ritz's confident words, Shasta frowned and groaned.

"On what grounds can you make such a…"

But Ritz's words didn't end there.

"If Gerald is about to die… I'll die in his place."

"…Ritz-san!"

At the gasping Shasta, Ritz gave a faint, self-deprecating smile. These were words he could never let Franz or Anna hear. But since he had said he would stick with Edward to the end, this was Ritz's true feeling.

"That's why I'm in the capital now, isn't it, Ed?"

"…I'm sorry."

In the silent room, Ritz clapped the shoulders of the two with a deliberately cheerful demeanor.

"Well, now that the brotherly squabble is over, let's get to the military review. We can decide the rest after the meeting is over."

With a subtle weight remaining in their hearts, the military review ended safely, and two hours later, the meeting was held.

The participants were the King, the Crown Prince, the Prime Minister, and the Minister—four people in total.

From the Military Police were the Inspector General, his adjutant, and the platoon leader of the Military Police directly commanding the investigation—three people.

And from the Inspectorate Department were the Inspector General, the adjutant, and the first platoon leader—three people.

In total, there were ten people, the minimum number possible, but that in itself spoke to the peculiarity of this case.

The well-built male Inspector General of the Military Police and the slender female Inspector General of the Inspectorate Department both sat down in their assigned seats without a word.

The heads of these two departments, who were not on good terms on a daily basis, faced each other across the round table, trying to gauge each other's faces, but they probably had no idea what was about to begin.

These two organizations had been pursuing different crimes with different objectives. They probably never dreamed that they would be connected by a single line in the king's mind.

Ritz and Shasta also sat in silence. Shasta, in particular, had remained quiet since the military review, looking as if he were being crushed by his own anguish.

Two seats away from that Shasta, Ritz sat with his arms crossed and his eyes closed. There was no need to say anything, but more than that, he was trying to maintain the image he had created of a taciturn minister.

The only time Ritz moved was when he gave a nod to the familiar face of Kenny, who had entered looking tense and, more than that, anxious. That alone seemed to ease some of the tension in Kenny's shoulders.

That was how much an indescribable, strange silence filled the conference room.

At the signal of Edward and Gerald's appearance in the small conference room, everyone rose from their seats and bowed their heads.

"Raise your heads. I apologize for gathering you all here on such a busy day."

With that, Edward prompted everyone to sit. Once everyone was seated, Edward began.

"First, there is something I want you all to be aware of. The contents of this meeting are not to be spoken of to anyone other than those present today."

A palpable tension ran through the faces of everyone except Ritz and Shasta. It was a meeting called by the king himself, after all; what would be discussed… was daunting to even imagine. In the silent conference hall, only Edward's words echoed.

"As you can probably tell from this gathering, I have called you here today for an exchange of opinions on a single case that involves two departments, and to discuss our future course of action."

With that, Edward first looked at the Inspector General of the Military Police.

"First, let's hear the current status of the drug case currently under investigation by the Military Police, Engels."

"Yes, sir. I will make my report."

Prompted by Edward, the portly Inspector General Engels began to read from a document, wiping sweat with a handkerchief despite it being the middle of winter.

"Around last summer, a special drug with the dual effects of causing hallucinations and enhancing muscle strength began to circulate within the capital."

To summarize the Inspector General's report, it was as follows.

Since last summer, there had been a sharp increase in assault and battery cases in the port district. After being caught, all the culprits made strange statements about the incidents.

They said they suddenly felt incredibly strong, that everything before their eyes seemed foolishly small, and that they couldn't suppress their destructive impulses.

Furthermore, upon interrogating numerous culprits, the trigger for these destructive impulses was identified. It was a fatigue recovery agent that had been secretly circulating among sailors.

The small vial contained a pill that, when one was taken, was said to provide fatigue recovery and pain relief. Since these two effects were beneficial for sailors, it was inevitable that it quickly became widely circulated.

But the effects of this drug quickly wore off. So it was natural that people would start taking more, one pill, then two.

However, that was where the danger of this drug lay.

It was found that when two pills were taken at once, about a third of people experienced hallucinations, and when three or more were taken, most people experienced both hallucinations and destructive impulses.

The fatigue recovery agent, which was said to have been brought in from another country, was immediately banned from circulation, but the drug's addictive properties were extremely high, and even after it began to be regulated as a narcotic, it was still being traded for high prices in the shadows.

Because it had flowed in from the port, the origin of the drug was unknown, and on top of that, it was the first time this ingredient had been detected. One of its characteristics was that this drug had a fragrant floral scent, like perfume.

The name of that flower was the Moonlight Cherry Blossom. A flower that blooms on trees and only under the light of the moon, it does not exist in the Yuresla Kingdom. Many sailors' wives were fond of the scents of the eastern countries, and it was said that not a few carried this drug wrapped in a handkerchief.

In the end, with no idea what its true identity was, the Military Police had mobilized their entire narcotics unit to investigate.

"Since December of last year, their organization has suddenly fallen into disarray. The thorough concealment efforts suddenly ceased, and they began hiring vagrants from the city to make up for the personnel shortage. As a result, we succeeded in planting an undercover agent within their drug organization."

After finishing his speech in one breath, the Inspector General took a deep breath with his large body, so loud it was almost audible.

"The undercover agent received this hair ornament in the slums and port district, thereby becoming a member of their organization."

At the Inspector General's prompting, his meticulously organized-looking adjutant took out a gold hair ornament wrapped in cloth. The engraved shape was a beautiful flower pattern, and at first glance, it was an ordinary, high-class hair ornament.

This flower pattern… this was the shape of the Moonlight Cherry Blossom mentioned earlier. Of course, Ritz recognized it. It was the exact same thing he had taken from the Ward Family.

"We have obtained several more of these from apprehended smugglers. They are all the same, and this was the key that connected the smugglers and the organization."

Edward took the offered object. It seemed he was turning it over to read the characters on the back.

—This shall be the key that brings you wealth—

So wealth meant drugs.

Ritz sighed. It was common for dealers to become drug addicts. If the already violent Ward Family had become even more rampaging, it would be a major nuisance for the entire slum district. It would become a hassle to even go out for a drink.

While he was thinking such things with a stern face, the conversation had moved on.

He said that the movements of the drug syndicate had recently become even stranger. On the surface, they were a gathering of ruffians, but the executives were apparently not so.

The undercover agents tried to find the main base somehow, but they couldn't find it, and on top of that, no matter how they got involved, they couldn't even see the faces of the central executives.

They tried to investigate the executives in hopes of finding some clue, but the person acting as the liaison to the executives would not talk. Recently, it was said that even the liaison rarely showed his face in the slums.

"But both money and drugs are moving…"

Edward's quiet mutter echoed clearly in the silent conference hall.

"Next, let's hear the Inspectorate's report. Gilette."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

Inspector General Gilette tightened her unadorned face, lightly brushed back her shoulder-length hair, and began to read the document in a voice that was slightly husky for a woman.

"The Inspectorate Department was investigating the attempted assassination of the King by the former false king, Stewart."

The moment they heard that, the Military Police side widened their eyes. Such a story was unheard of. If such an incident had occurred within the royal palace, they would undoubtedly have been the ones to investigate.

"What is the meaning of this, Gilette! Why are you investigating such an important case before us, the Military Police, and the Royal Guard?"

Gilette coldly replied to Engels, who stood up in excitement and sputtered at her.

"Have you forgotten, Inspector General? We of the Inspectorate Department are a unit directly under His Majesty the King, His Excellency the Prime Minister, and His Excellency the Minister. It is only natural that we conduct our investigations in secret."

The two opposing leaders were both in their fifties. One burned with fierce anger, while the other had a cold flame burning in her eyes. These two organizations were at loggerheads to begin with.

Just as their subordinates scrambled to their feet to restrain them, Shasta, who had been silent until now, looked up and stared fixedly at the two.

"You are in the presence of His Majesty. Cease this unsightly display."

His calm, gentle, yet stern words had the same effect as dousing them with cold water. The feuding leaders sat down in silence.

"Are you finished?"

At the king's completely unfazed words, the Inspector General of the Military Police and the Inspector General of the Inspectorate Department shrank in their seats.

"Then Gilette, please continue."

"Yes, Your Majesty… After the incident, we secretly investigated the movements of all military officers of general rank and above, heads of government agencies and above, and influential nobles during the summer and autumn."

From these, they narrowed down the individuals who matched the testimony of the servants arrested at Stewart's mansion.

The servants had not seen their faces directly, but they remembered well when and how many people had come to that mansion, so the narrowing down process had proceeded relatively smoothly.

But it had only been a month since the investigation began, so they couldn't possibly investigate everyone's situation. Amidst this, one of the lower nobles who was most strongly suspected was found murdered.

"Since the body was discovered in the slums, the case was easily dismissed as a robbery. The victim was a noble, albeit a poor one from the lower class. If this had been properly investigated here…"

The latter half was clearly a jab at Engels, but Engels, mindful of the earlier incident, endured it silently.

"Inspector General, please continue."

At Shasta's quiet gaze, Gilette cleared her throat and continued her story.

"Upon learning of the incident, we obtained permission to search the victim's house. There, we found this."

Receiving it from her adjutant, what Gilette held out was that gold hair ornament. And a small vial…

"There wasn't just one hair ornament; there were three. He was clearly on the distributing side of this."

At her confident words, Engels looked frustrated. He was chagrined that, bogged down by a major case, he had overlooked something that he couldn't get a handle on… but more than that, he was probably frustrated that the inspectors had seized crucial evidence in the case.

Snorting at him as if looking down on him, Gilette continued.

"In the first place, he wasn't familiar enough with high society to be involved in something like the assassination of His Majesty the King, nor did he know anything about the underworld. Therefore, it is likely that by getting involved in this matter, he was being used by someone of higher standing."

She had submitted that as an interim report to the king, and as a result, she had been asked to attend today's meeting.

"Having heard these two reports, I have come to the conclusion that we must annihilate the drug syndicate as soon as possible. Do you understand why?"

Both sides, still unable to think beyond their own departments, seemed unable to draw a conclusion that connected the two. But Ritz was beginning to see the picture.

Everyone who used this drug said they felt incredibly strong and couldn't suppress their destructive impulses. Moreover, it was said to have a muscle-strengthening effect.

If a large amount of this drug were put into the city's well water, what would happen? A riot would break out… no, it wouldn't end there.

—If the number of people was large enough, indiscriminate slaughter would surely unfold.

The scene of a blood-soaked city of Sears spread through his imagination…

And if they were able to make the Royal Guard, or the royal family's personal guard, take this right before their duty… the soldiers, under the drug's influence, would kill the royal family against their will. Realizing this, Ritz looked at Edward.

"Indiscriminate slaughter… huh."

At the sudden, terrifying words, everyone looked at Ritz, who had been silent until now. They seemed bewildered. But Edward nodded at Ritz. He was right. Edward opened his mouth.

"If a noble can freely bring this drug into the castle, it would be extremely easy to kill me and my relatives. And what's more, without dirtying their own hands and without the assassin ever knowing their identity."

With those words and the phrase 'indiscriminate slaughter' that Ritz had just uttered, everyone understood the king's situation and keenly felt the necessity of annihilating the drug syndicate as soon as possible.

"Engels, Gilette."

"Yes, sir!"

The two who were called, along with their subordinates, stood up at once.

"The matter is urgent. Select one platoon of fifteen men from both the Military Police and the Inspectorate Department, form a thirty-man unit, and move to destroy the organization in one week. Any larger a force would be conspicuous, so make it a small, elite unit."

"Understood."

"I trust you to proceed with the utmost secrecy. If the enemy finds out, all will be for naught."

"Yes, sir!"

"I will inform you of the person who will command these two platoons tomorrow. They are not from either the Military Police or the Inspectorate Department, so there is no need to bicker or speculate."

"As you wish."

The people bowed deeply, and Edward nodded back at them.

"I'm counting on you."

As the people were about to leave after bowing, Edward called out to them as if he had just remembered something.

"…A young man, a relative of the Minister, will be accompanying you as an observer to the person in command. He is a man unknown to you all, but I and the Minister guarantee that he is a man worthy of trust. Now then, I'm counting on you."

Confused but understanding the king's intentions, the Inspector General of the Military Police, the Inspector General of the Inspectorate Department, and their subordinates bowed their heads and left. As he was leaving, only Kenny looked back at Ritz and bowed his head. He was the only one who knew that the Minister's young relative was the Minister himself.

Edward stood up and spoke to Gerald, who had remained with the three of them.

"Gerald, I am thinking of entrusting the command of this unit to you."

"…How could…"

Gerald was speechless at the unexpected turn of events. He stood up unsteadily and stared straight into his father's face.

"Father, I have never commanded a unit before. A great responsibility such as this is beyond me…"

But he averted his gaze from Edward. He couldn't finish his sentence.

Ritz, Shasta, and his father, whom he respected without end… the three men hailed as legends of the kingdom's salvation. What he could read in their straight gazes was only one thing.

It was written there: *You are the next king.* If you cannot even lead these two platoons, can you lead a country…?

"…May I have some time to think? I need at least some time to steel my resolve."

When he told Edward this with a pained expression, Edward also nodded silently. He had never been placed in such a situation before; it was natural for the Crown Prince to hesitate, Ritz thought.

Everyone trembles with fear before going into a real battle. It's the same for the brave and the cowardly. Someone who feels no fear in killing people from the very beginning would probably be called a murderer.

As he bowed and left, Ritz saw deep anguish in his retreating figure.
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			As the door closed and Gerald's figure vanished from sight, a heavy sigh filled the room. Only the three of them remained once more.

"…Is this really okay, Ed?"

Ritz placed his monocle on the round table, sighed while still seated, and gently massaged his stiff shoulders.

Edward, who had been standing and staring out the window ever since Gerald left, didn't move.

Shasta, who had been sitting at the round table gathering his written notes, also looked up and fixed his gaze on the unresponsive Edward.

On the round table, along with two reports, lay a pure gold hair ornament.

—This shall be the key that brings you wealth—

He knew there was no mistake in those words. Indeed, those who obtained this hair ornament and joined the drug syndicate received a great reward. In this country, those who received that reward were called criminals.

"Hey, Ed. Are you listening?"

Whether he heard Ritz's second call or not, Edward didn't move a muscle. Eventually, as if unable to bear the silence any longer, Shasta spoke up.

"Your Majesty, it would be best to reconsider. If anything were to happen to His Highness the Crown Prince, this country would fall into chaos. …Surely, Your Majesty understands that much."

The end of his sentence trailed off into something closer to a grumble. He knew it was impossible to change Edward's mind now.

Shasta and Edward were foster brothers, and their association spanned over fifty years. Nevertheless, it was in Shasta's nature to speak his mind.

But Edward didn't even turn around, as if lost in thought. Ritz and Shasta knew from their long association that when he was like this, they had no choice but to wait.

When Edward finally spoke, snow had begun to flutter outside.

"…It has been thirty-five years since I took the throne, thirty-three since Gerald was born… there has been no civil strife in this country, nor have we been invaded by other nations."

Edward murmured as if gazing into the distance. His voice echoed clearly in the silent room. A subtle hint of age was faintly present in that voice, and Ritz averted his gaze from Edward.

Time was a cruel thing. It left him behind and moved steadily forward. In forty years at the most, Edward would be gone from this world. The same was true for Shasta.

He would be the one left behind. The thought was unbearably painful. There was no way he could live for what felt like an eternity, all alone.

If he had to embrace eternal solitude… he would rather live and die alongside his most trusted friend, sharing the fleeting span of a human life.

The weight of his own weakness, which had led him to stay away from Edward for thirty years, bore down on him. But Ritz was not one to show it. He was no longer the child he used to be.

He had become accustomed to putting up a front. Frighteningly so, as a mercenary.

As if nothing was wrong, he leaned his weight back against the chair he was sitting in and straightened his posture.

"What's wrong with peace?"

He stole a glance at Shasta and saw that he was looking outside, past Edward. The scenery they were seeing beyond that window was surely not the one visible to their eyes.

It was an unforgettable scene… from the past.

About forty years ago, a civil war had broken out. It was started by a revolutionary army led by Edward, and it was Ritz who stood by Edward's side, fighting on the battlefield as his friend.

And the three now-deceased generals, the officers who led the troops, Shasta who was always with them, and Patricia. It was no exaggeration to say that the bond between the four who still lived was forged in the crucible of that war.

It was Edward's words that broke the reverie of the past.

"Can one who has never commanded the lives of men, who has never led the living, possess the qualifications to be a king? That has always been a question for me."

"Ed…"

The murmur hung heavily over the three of them. In their youth, they would have answered that question easily.

The answer was no.

That was why they had risen up. But their current situations and positions rendered the three of them speechless.

"…My conclusion is set. Ritz, what about you?"

Ritz remained silent, lightly rolling his neck to loosen the stiffness.

"I told you, didn't I? I'll stick with you to the end."

From the beginning of Edward's reign to the very end. Of course, he couldn't say those words out loud.

"Shasta, do you still not approve?"

Shasta, who had been staring down at the papers in his hand, looked up.

"I… I cannot risk my life like Ritz-san. I do not have the skill. So perhaps I have not yet come to terms with it…"

To place oneself in the same danger. That was the path of battle the three of them had walked during the civil war. But Shasta's position interfered with his feelings.

"But if I were the me of back then, who simply believed in Lord Edward, not His Majesty, and followed my convictions straight ahead, I would probably say this: 'I believe in Sir Gerald. I am sure he will be fine.'"

Shasta murmured with a nostalgic expression, as if gazing at his straightforward self from long ago.

"My mother once taught me that to worry too much is to not trust. I happened to remember that during the meeting."

After a beat, Shasta, who had been looking down, raised his face. Shasta's mother was Edward's adoptive mother. From beneath thirty years of accumulated anguish, Shasta's original smile peeked through.

"I will trust in His Highness Gerald. He is the son of the Lord Edward I have believed in with my life, so he will surely return safely."

That was the conclusion Shasta had finally reached amidst his own conflict and anguish.

"You two, I'm sorry. This is my selfishness."

With that, Edward gazed intently at the two of them. Ritz remembered hearing those same words before.

It was on the evening the civil war began.

It was strange. He didn't feel as if he himself had changed much since then, yet here and now, an era was coming to an end.

That alone pressed upon Ritz's chest with the weight of truth.

Ritz, the first to leave the heavy atmosphere of the room, closed the door behind him and let out a deep sigh once he was out of their sight. He wondered just how much hardship Edward and Shasta had endured in the thirty-five years he was away, rebuilding this tilted nation.

Seeing the faces of the two, who had aged and etched that hardship into their features, became painful. There was also a sense of guilt, as if he had only run away.

But when he considered whether he would have been of any help if he had stayed, he came to the conclusion that there was nothing he could have done. It was complicated.

After confirming that no one was in the corridor, he muttered to himself.

"I'm tired… I'm going home and sleeping, that's what I'm doing."

Today had been mentally taxing. The thought of finally being able to go home brought a sense of relief. But as is often the case in life, the days you want to go home are the days you can't. That was no exception for Ritz.

Deciding to at least look through the documents that were probably in his office, Ritz, with an uncharacteristically diligent thought, started walking through the sparsely populated castle. Although it was the first day of work, the actual work consisted only of meeting people, and most had gone home after the military review.

His own footsteps echoed clearly on the stone floor of the quiet castle interior. Ritz was replaying the contents of today's meeting over and over in his head.

If Gerald were to command the two platoons, how much could Ritz do for him? Or if the enemy were a large force and attacked Gerald all at once, could Ritz protect him with just his own life? Just how skilled was he anyway? Did he have enough skill to protect himself?

The drug syndicate and the king's assassination plot… they didn't have to be connected. If they weren't, he could have had an easier time of it.

"Ah, this is tough… I want to go for a drink…"

The more he thought about it, the more his head hurt.

It was at that moment.

"…Sorry to bother you when you're tired."

"Whoa!"

Startled by the voice that suddenly came from a place he thought was deserted, Ritz jumped. He turned to see a person standing in the shadow of a pillar. A calm, quiet man with a noble face yet a faint presence…

The man who had been troubling his thoughts until just now was there.

"Gerald?"

"Yes."

Ritz gave a wry smile. It was amusing how he had just been discussing the dangers in the royal castle at the meeting, yet he had been completely unguarded himself.

"Don't scare me like that, you'll shorten my lifespan."

"My apologies."

At the apologetically smiling Gerald, Ritz scratched his head.

Crown Prince Gerald. The only child of Edward and Patricia, and the heir to the throne.

He was named after the great general who had been the commander of Edward's army during the civil war. To put it simply, he was given the name of Queen Patricia's father, Gerald Morgan.

But from an outside perspective, he gave a strong impression of not living up to his name. Few had ever seen him holding a weapon, and the only images that came to mind when thinking of him were of him reading a book on a terrace or assisting Edward in his office.

Ritz stared at him intently, and the anxiety from before resurfaced.

He just didn't seem to have any drive. If he showed even half the drive and fighting spirit of that Greig who had challenged him the other day, it would be much better.

"Is something wrong?"

Gerald timidly called out to the silent Ritz. There was no need for him to be so reserved with Ritz. After all, in terms of appearance, Gerald, in his early thirties, was older. But it was no use thinking about that in front of the man himself.

"What are you doing here, yourself?"

Smiling as usual, he lightly patted Gerald's shoulder, and Gerald looked around worriedly.

"I had something to discuss… Do you have a moment?"

Being asked like that, he couldn't very well say he was going home because he wanted a drink.

"I don't mind."

"Then this way…"

Shrugging his shoulders and sighing inwardly, Ritz followed after Gerald. As expected, when you want to go home, you can't.

Unaware of Ritz's lament, Gerald walked through a gate from the royal castle and down a corridor leading to the innermost part of the palace.

In the generations of kings who had many concubines and attendant nobles, like the previous king and the one before him, the royal palace would have been bustling with people, but now, other than Edward's family, the court ladies, and the guards, no one lived there.

Ritz and his companions had also moved out, so at this hour, it was quiet.

When Edward first entered the royal palace in his youth, his companions had been scattered among several buildings for his safety, including Ritz who served as his guard, but they were no longer there. Even Shasta had left the royal palace and lived outside the castle.

Gazing at the dimly lit royal palace over Gerald's shoulder, Ritz pondered the length of time that had passed. The liveliness of those days appeared before his eyes like an illusion and then vanished.

How long had he run away from this place? Even being here now wasn't something he had decided on his own; he had been brought here by Edward.

That's right. Ritz still hadn't become strong. He had left the capital determined to become strong enough to smile and stay by his companions' sides even as he watched them grow old, but in the end, he had only run away and hadn't become strong at all.

That's why being here now, seeing his companions age before his eyes, was terrifying.

After walking in silence for about twenty minutes, they descended into the basement of the royal palace, and Gerald finally stopped. Then he silently placed his hand on a strangely plain door for one in the royal palace.

"No one will come here at this hour."

The door he opened revealed a room with a ceiling so high that sounds echoed. When Gerald lit a lamp, what emerged from the dim light were dozens of swords. Swords of various sizes were hung all along the walls.

"Huh… so there's a place like this…"

It was a small but well-kept sword training ground.

"It's said to be the royal family's secret training ground. I don't know who made it, but I heard that Father discovered and maintained it."

That was news to him. It must have been after Ritz fled the royal castle. If it had been before, there was no way Ritz wouldn't have known. After all, Ritz had been Edward's main sparring partner.

"Now it's mainly used by Father, myself, and Greig."

I see, so the reason Greig's swordsmanship became so similar to Edward's without anyone knowing was because Edward had been training him here. The mystery of Greig's sword skills was finally solved.

If that was the case, then Gerald must also be receiving instruction from Edward here, right?

"So you train too, Gerald?"

When he asked for confirmation, Gerald gave a small nod.

"In a way, yes…"

"I see. Well, I'm glad you're getting some training, even if it's just 'in a way'."

If Edward had trained him, he should be able to protect himself. If he could at least do that, it was a relief.

But he didn't understand why he had been brought to this place. It didn't seem like Gerald was going to tell him. Glancing at Gerald, he saw him vaguely gazing at the swords hanging on the wall. He was probably looking for a way to start the conversation.

In that case, it would be faster if Ritz initiated.

"You have something to talk to me about, right? Otherwise, you wouldn't have brought me all the way here. And it's a conversation you don't want any of the royal family, your subordinates, or the Royal Guard to hear."

Biting his lip, Gerald looked up and turned around.

"Yes. You're right, Ritz-san."

He called Ritz with a title of respect. It was probably out of respect for Ritz as his father's friend. But from Ritz's perspective, it was like a shackle that Gerald used to confine himself.

Let's start by breaking this down.

"Ritz is fine."

"But… you are my father's friend."

He said this hesitantly and lowered his gaze. Ritz could see that he was slightly timid towards him. It wasn't that he was afraid, but that he was showing respect to Ritz, who looked younger.

But a humble and polite attitude, if overdone, was unnecessary between people who were about to work together to destroy a drug syndicate. In the first place, this overly humble attitude was an obstacle to making Gerald aware that he would become the head of state of this country.

"True, I'm Ed's friend. But Gerald, depending on you, I can be your friend too."

"But…"

"You're humble. And you're polite. I'm sure that's a valuable part of your character. I don't have that, after all. But that's not all there is to building relationships."

"But you are one of the heroes of national salvation, alongside my father. I am not even worthy to stand at your feet."

"Ed is a hero, sure. But I'm not."

"You are. You, who my father placed his absolute trust in and who supported him on the front lines, are also a hero who saved this country."

A great father. So great that the son feels so small in comparison and shrinks away. As a result, he doesn't even see Ritz as an individual, but simply respects and fears him as his father's friend.

Ritz thought of himself as a man who couldn't do anything on his own. He had run and run, and in the end, he was just a being who trembled in fear of the difference in lifespan in front of his companions.

But the image of Ritz, veiled by Edward, probably looked faintly dazzling.

He took off his monocle and scratched his head. How could he break through this reservation of Gerald's? If only Edward had lived as carefreely as Ritz's father, Karl, then Gerald might have been able to live more at ease. But that was asking for the impossible.

Watching the silent Gerald's face, a mischievous idea came to him. There was a genius at shortening distances right near him, wasn't there? That straightforward, unwavering girl.

Ritz firmly grasped both of Gerald's hands with his own. Gerald looked up with a start, and Ritz peered down into his face from above, a broad smile on his own.

"R-Ritz-san?"

"If we have a nice chat, then we're all friends. So we're friends now!"

"!!"

At Ritz's sudden high-pitched, fake voice and the grip on his hands, Gerald was so taken aback he was speechless, stumbling back half a step. But letting go now would be meaningless.

"We became friends today, so let's get along!"

"Wh-What are you!"

Letting go of the flustered, wide-eyed Gerald who was trying to back away, Ritz forcefully clapped both of Gerald's shoulders with strength.

"Ouch… Ritz-san?"

"I'm imitating our Anna."

"Ah…"

Gerald, of course, knew Anna. Anna had introduced herself to Patricia and Gerald in the same way she had to Edward, by grabbing both their hands and shaking them vigorously.

*'You're the Queen and the Prince! It's a pleasure to meet you, I'm Anna Myers!'*

He had hesitantly shaken her hand back, and Gerald had been embarrassed, quietly saying, *'Prince is a little… at my age.'*

"Anna is always like this. No matter who I am, who you are, or what Ed is, she tries to become friends based on her own feelings. True, it causes a lot of trouble, but still, she's expanding her world this way."

"…That's true."

"In fact, right now, she's living with a friend she made just like that."

Of course, that was Joe. Now officially known as Josephine Clayton, she was currently Anna's best friend and Ritz's one and only self-proclaimed apprentice.

As if slightly relaxed, Gerald smiled.

"I see, that's just like Anna-chan."

"Right? That's Anna for you."

At Ritz's knowing nod, Gerald showed a smile without reservation for the first time. Well, well, it seemed they could now face the investigation as equals.

"Gerald, I'm Ed and Shasta's friend, but I'm also Anna and Franz's irresponsible guardian. When I go to a pub, I'm a cheerful mercenary brother, and when I go home, I'm a prodigal, unfilial son."

Gerald, who didn't seem to understand the meaning of Ritz's sudden string of words, simply stared at him in silence. Ritz continued, unfazed.

"You have your own eyes, your own ears, and your own feelings."

"…Yes."

"How do I look to you, not through Ed's eyes?"

"…Like a friendly… person… I think."

"Right? You weren't looking at me until now. You were looking at Ritz Alster, the hero king's right-hand man, not me. Don't decide your own measure from the start with the rulers your father or Shasta set. Open your eyes properly and look with your own eyes."

A faint light seemed to dawn in Gerald's expression.

"Is that really okay?"

"Of course it is. Those eyeballs of yours aren't just for decoration, are they?"

As if savoring his own feelings for the first time, Gerald nodded, small but firm.

"Yes."

"Then use them effectively. You're the next king, after all. The most important thing is to see with your own eyes and think. You need to have knowledge, too, but even if you have it, it's no good if you don't look, right?"

"…That's true."

Gerald's tense cheeks relaxed. He might have been able to let go a little. What Ritz gave him was just a nudge. But if this became a step toward making him realize his position as a leader of men, then that was good enough.

"So, what did you want to talk about?"

When Ritz finally asked, Gerald smiled.

"…I wanted to ask if I was suitable for the mission my father ordered me on, but…"

"Huh? I didn't quite hear you."

When he deliberately ignored the honorifics, Gerald gave a small laugh and rephrased.

"I just have to do my best as the commander, right?"

"Yes. That's right."

When he nodded, Gerald took a sword that seemed to be his from the wall with a look of understanding. At the sight, Ritz almost burst out laughing.

The posture was ridiculously similar to his father, Edward's. Even though he had received sword instruction, this was his posture. Honestly, no matter what he said about his father being great, in the end, this father and son were alike.

*…And probably a little on the inside, too.*

"Thank you, Ritz."

"I didn't do anything."

He had just pointed out a small fraction of the potential he already possessed.

"You can thank Anna for that later."

"True. She's amazing."

Turning his back on Gerald, Ritz took a sword from the wall that seemed to suit him and took a stance.

"Since we're at it, how about it? A match?"

Gerald, still holding his sword, smiled at the sight of Ritz. The apprehension and tension he felt towards Ritz had become a faint thing, replaced by a greater sense of trust.

"Sounds good, I'll be your opponent."

As the two faced each other, Gerald suddenly seemed to have an idea and asked Ritz.

"By the way, who is my observer? You know, don't you, Ritz?"

Indeed, for Gerald, who knew nothing, there was no way he could have figured out who had been appointed as the observer from that exchange alone.

Ritz smiled and pointed at himself.

"Apparently, it's a relative of the Minister, a guy also named Ritz. At least, that's Ed's idea."

"That's good. If it's a relative of the Minister and my friend, there's no need for us to hold back with each other."

"Exactly. Make sure you keep up the act, Gerald."

The two of them laughed together for the first time.

Ritz had a fleeting thought that the unbearable sense of loneliness he had felt earlier might gradually be filled over time through interactions with the next generation, like Edward and Shasta's…

—But that alone is not enough for a person to live. Loneliness kills people. Especially the weak-hearted like Ritz, who are despised by their own kind and continue to search for a place to belong.

Ritz let out a self-deprecating smile for a moment, and so that Gerald wouldn't notice, he immediately changed his expression to a cheerful one.

"Alright, come at me from anywhere!"

"Alright!"

No one yet knew that someone was secretly watching the two as they crossed swords with a childish shout.
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			Since the weather had cleared up for the first time in a while, Anna was out in the garden from early in the morning. Her breath was pure white.

The deep blue sky, unique to winter, was so high and clear it looked like it had been painted with a transparent pigment. It was beautiful. She wanted to keep watching it forever, but it was too cold for that.

After the snow, which wasn't enough to pile up, had melted, everything would get muddy, so she really wanted to clean up.

Besides, Anna loved the fresh, piercingly cold morning air. When the newborn air filled her body, it felt like the start of a new day was washing her heart clean, setting her on a new path.

"It's co~ld."

The air she exhaled with her words billowed out in a soft white cloud. The clear winter days were very cold, and Anna blew on her hands. She had been careless and come out bare-handed, thinking it wouldn't be as bad as the winters back home, where there was less snow. Maybe she should go back for her gloves…

But Anna quickly changed her mind.

When she was at the church, she always worked with her bare hands, so it shouldn't be a big deal, really. Lately, thanks to Annie's various concerns, she had forgotten about this kind of cold.

Her hometown was probably covered in snow right now. The snow, piled up to the height of the roofs, would be warmly blanketing the fields, orchards, and pastures. She missed that scenery, where the places not covered in snow were frozen solid.

What had she been doing this time last year? Amidst the snow, had she been spinning the wool sheared from the sheep in the fall, making warm knitted things? Or had she been weaving linen from the flax harvested and dried from the fields along the riverbank?

In any case, it was a world of difference from her current comfortable life. After all, there was no snow to shovel.

"Father, everyone, I'm sorry~ I'm having a little too much fun."

She whispered an apology to her adoptive father and the children at the orphanage in the distant Village of Vishnu. When she remembered, her hometown was so nostalgic, its scenery so gentle, so heart-wrenching… Lately, her chest ached every time she thought of it.

Why was it so heart-wrenching, why did she feel so lonely? She didn't know herself. She hadn't come that far, yet for some reason, her hometown felt distant.

As if to shake off that sadness, Anna shook her head. No, no, she had come to clean, this was no time to be lost in thought.

"If I can get some cheap yarn, maybe I'll knit a scarf for Ritz and Franz. Or maybe a knit hat? Maybe I should teach Joe how to knit."

She had recently learned that yarn was sold in colorful dyes in the capital. But the price was worlds apart from Vishnu.

"I wonder what color would suit them…"

Imagining it to herself, Anna picked up the cleaning tools she had placed on the ground again. She had brought a bucket and a deck brush, so she wanted to at least scrub the terrace in front of the entrance. It was more fun to clean while thinking about various things like this than to clean mindlessly.

As she scrubbed with the deck brush, she happened to notice smoke wafting in the clear blue sky. Smoke was rising from the chimney on the roof. Someone must have woken up and started a fire.

"I wonder who's up."

Watching the smoke drift on the wind, Anna muttered to herself.

"It's definitely someone other than Ritz, right?"

Feeling a slight pang in her chest, Anna looked up at the window of Ritz's room.

Ritz had come home very tired last night. Usually, he would chat a little with Anna and the others in the living room before going upstairs, but last night he had only shown his face.

He might have intended to smile and act as usual, but she immediately realized he wasn't the usual Ritz. Just that alone made her heart stir with unease.

As part of her daily routine, she went to Ritz's room to say goodnight before bed, so she went to say goodnight to him last night as well.

Ritz was in his room as usual, but one thing was different. He seemed to have been drinking alone. For Ritz, who made it a principle to drink cheerfully outside, this was extremely rare, and it was the first time Anna had seen him like that.

Ritz exchanged words with his usual smile, but the somewhat dark color of his eyes and the unusually strong smell of alcohol on him bothered her a lot.

She was still a bit worried after that, so she went to check on him after Joe went to sleep, but the light in his room was still on.

When she quietly opened the door and peeked through the gap, she saw Ritz holding a liquor bottle with a troubled look on his face. Unable to call out to him, Anna silently closed the door.

Ritz's anguish cast a strange shadow over Anna. She didn't know the cause of the sharp pain in her chest, but she understood the source of her uneasy feelings.

It was anxiety. Why was it? In Ritz's dark eyes, she had somehow sensed something in common with herself. She didn't know what it was, but it had quietly cast a shadow in her heart.

She thought about talking to someone, but for some reason, Anna couldn't bring herself to talk about it to anyone. Not to Annie, Evans, or Joe, of course, but not even to Franz, who had traveled with her.

The shadow that Anna and Ritz shared was probably what was stopping her.

"I wonder if Ritz is okay…"

Putting her own feelings aside, Anna worried about Ritz. She unconsciously plunged the deck brush in her hand into the bucket. Cold water spilled out onto the still-dry, chilled ground.

"Oh no, I spilled it."

She spread the spilled water with the deck brush and scrubbed with all her might. The original color of the brick terrace, which had been stained with mud from shoes, gradually returned. As she did so, her mind cleared a little.

Wouldn't Ritz talk to someone about it?

Her thoughts suddenly returned to her worries about Ritz. Or was he talking to Edward? Edward was Ritz's best friend, the person Ritz trusted most, so Ritz's trust in Anna probably didn't even compare to his trust in Edward.

But… wasn't it okay for Anna to be the one to accept Ritz's worries? She was always being taken care of by Ritz, so she wanted to be of some use to him.

She suddenly found herself thinking that. But Anna knew. Ritz's trust in her wasn't that deep.

The person Ritz would confide in was probably not Anna, but Edward or his old companions.

"If I were more of an adult, I wonder if he would have trusted me."

After muttering that, Anna shook her head. Thinking about it wouldn't bring her any answers. So she had to do what she needed to do now. And what she needed to do now was clean.

Anna put more force into the deck brush she was holding. How long had she been at it? When she had scrubbed most of the terrace and looked up, Anna noticed someone standing in front of the main gate.

They were far away and partially hidden by the gatepost, so she could only see glimpses, but she could tell that the person was taller than her but shorter than Franz, and had flaxen hair.

The person seemed to be looking for something. And that something seemed to be related to this house. Realizing this, Anna put her deck brush and bucket aside and headed for the main gate.

As she got closer, she could see the person more clearly. It was still a child. A boy, it seemed. In terms of appearance, he probably wasn't much different from Anna.

As she got even closer, Anna remembered that she had seen this person before.

"Ah, that person…"

The boy was dressed in plain clothes and had his face hidden by a scarf, but it was definitely the face she had seen in the arena on that day… the second day of the New Festival Month.

That person who had challenged Ritz to a fight and lost so easily…

Standing in front of the gate, she knew her memory was correct.

"It's His Highness Prince Greig… why?"

Greig, who noticed Anna, looked surprised for a moment, but his face quickly tightened, and he looked down at Anna as if sizing her up.

She thought his attitude was a bit rude, but without saying it out loud, Anna stood in front of the gate.

"Do you have business with us so early in the morning, Your Highness?"

Anna could be polite when she needed to be. But Greig responded to Anna's cheerful smile and uncharacteristically polite tone with coldness.

"I'm here on business. I have something to discuss with the Minister. Open the gate."

Anna was a little angry at his high-handed attitude. She didn't teach the children at the orphanage that it was okay to be so arrogant when visiting someone's house.

Manners were important in all things, and even among close friends, there should be mutual respect.

Anna stared fixedly at the boy who couldn't even greet her properly. Having worked at the orphanage for a long time, Anna believed it was her duty to admonish children who couldn't greet people properly.

Slightly irritated by Anna's attitude, Greig raised his voice.

"How long are you going to keep me standing here? Hurry up and open the gate."

Anna put her hands on her hips and glared at Greig.

"No! I won't open it."

"Wh…"

Greig was speechless. He had probably never been spoken to like this in his life. That's why he couldn't even greet people properly.

"You know who I am, don't you? Open it."

With his arms crossed, Greig tapped his arm with his index finger in irritation, half-shouting. But Anna didn't back down.

"Absolutely not!"

"Why not?"

Anna pointed her index finger squarely at Greig. Greig, who had probably never been pointed at before, was so taken aback by being pointed at from such a close distance and head-on that his eyes widened.

"Listen, just because you're a prince doesn't mean you don't have to say hello. You came to someone's house this early in the morning, right? I think a 'good morning' would be appropriate. That's just common courtesy."

"Wh…"

"It's probably the same for royalty, farmers, and merchants. There's nothing more pathetic than someone who doesn't know their manners!"

"P-Pathetic?"

"That's right! Even Ed-san, the King, says good morning to everyone."

After rattling off everything she had to say, she looked and saw Greig's mouth hanging open. She couldn't tell if he couldn't argue back or had forgotten how to.

He might have been so genuinely surprised that he had gone past anger and was simply dumbfounded. But Anna didn't stop there.

If no one told him, he would end up not realizing his own faults. That was absolutely not okay. Greig would be king in the future, so manners were even more important for him.

She didn't want the grandson of Edward and Patricia to end up like the false king Stewart, who had been trapped in the Infinite Nightmare.

"And besides, I'm not your servant, so I don't care if you order me around. If you want something done, you have to ask nicely. Understand?"

Finally coming to his senses, Greig stared fixedly at Anna. It seemed he was reluctantly admitting defeat. The cold probably had something to do with his desire to get inside quickly.

"G-good morning. I'm sorry to come so early, but I have business with the Minister. Would you mind opening up?"

Was the resentment seeping into the edges of his words just her imagination?

"Yes. You said it properly, good boy."

With a broad smile, Anna patted Greig's head through the gate, just as she would with a child at the orphanage. For a moment, she thought Greig's face lit up with a happy smile.

But immediately after, Greig hastily erased that smile, and his face turned bright red. Did he have a fever? It didn't seem to be anger, but Anna didn't know why.

Unlocking the gate from the inside and opening it, Anna smiled at Greig.

"It's about a sixty out of a hundred, but I guess it'll do. Please come in."

"…Thank you."

With that, Greig tried to quickly slip past Anna, but she stopped him.

"What is it?"

Still with a red face and looking down, Greig stole a glance at Anna, and she smiled brightly at him.

"You said thank you properly. A perfect score."

Greig, now redder than ever, averted his eyes from Anna. He was so red he looked like steam might come off him. He had just been saying it was cold, but now was he hot?

Boys this age were always so difficult. Even during her time as a caretaker at the orphanage, that was an age group she had to be quite careful with.

"I have business with the Minister, so please announce me…"

"Yes, Your Highness. Please wait a moment."

Would he be surprised if she suddenly brought Greig with her? Anna opened the front door, had Greig wait inside, and hurried alone to the drawing room. Annie, Joe, and Evans were always there.

"We have a guest. He seems cold, so Annie, could you please?"

"This early?"

"Yeah. It's His Highness Prince Greig."

"!!!"

Letting out a voiceless cry, Joe and Annie jumped to their feet. Evans was also wide-eyed.

"Please make him some warm tea."

"! Of course! What should I do, what kind of cup should I use? For a member of the royal family!"

As Annie bustled about, Anna tilted her head.

"…I think the same as for Ed-san would be fine…"

"That's… His Majesty comes often, but… it's His Highness the Prince, isn't it?"

"But Ed-san is the king, right?"

"Ah, you're right, I forgot."

Annie darted into the kitchen as if convinced. Because he visited so frequently, the members of this household were completely used to Edward.

"Anna, what should I do!?"

Anna tilted her head at the flustered Joe.

"What do you mean… I think you should just act normal."

"'Normal' is impossible with royalty here! I'm already freaking out with just His Majesty!"

"It's okay, really. It's not like he's going to eat you."

As she was placating Joe, Franz came down to the drawing room with a perplexed look on his face.

"Anna, there's someone at the entrance?"

"Yeah. His Highness Prince Greig."

"…Is this a hangout spot for the royal family?"

Franz, who was up unusually early, tried to go back upstairs, but he stopped when Joe looked at him pleadingly.

"What?"

"I don't want to be the only commoner among royalty. Um, Franz-san, it would be helpful if there were a few of us rather than just one."

"…Fine."

With a look of resignation, Franz sat down in a dining room chair and ran a hand through his hair with a yawn.

"You're up early today, Franz."

"I fell asleep while reading in bed and woke up early."

"I see."

In that case, Ritz was probably still asleep. She felt a bit sorry for him after yesterday, but a guest had arrived, so it couldn't be helped.

Therefore, it was appropriate for Anna, who knew Ritz's situation from last night, to go and get him.

"It seems he came to see Ritz, so I'll go wake him up."

Anna shook off the gloom in her heart and headed upstairs to wake Ritz.

Ritz, scratching his bed-head hair, was the last to arrive at the dining room where everyone was gathered.

He had barely slept last night, lost in thought. He had tried to borrow the power of alcohol, but it only made him more awake, and he ended up drinking more and more.

He had finally been able to see his best friend, finally been able to see the faces of his companions, yet here he was, cowering at the sight of his own lifespan. It was pathetic beyond words.

Even Anna, who had come to wake him, seemed to be at a loss. Something about cleaning, something about scolding Greig for not saying hello, he couldn't make head or tail of it. He had finally managed to get dressed about five minutes after Anna left the room.

But his attire was, by no stretch of the imagination, suitable for meeting a prince.

He was wearing his usual clothes for going out for a drink, and there was no time for his disguise in such a short period. His black hair, still messy from sleep, was uncombed, but he figured it was better than keeping him waiting.

When Ritz entered the dining room, it was enveloped in a subtle tension. Anna and Franz were particularly unchanged, but the other three were taut with tension. Especially Joe, she was something else.

She was frozen like a statue and hadn't moved a muscle for some time. It was amusing how she trembled rigidly when she did move slightly.

For her, who had been making a living as a petty thief in the slums until just the other day, living hand to mouth, to be sitting at the same table as royalty, and a prince at that, the tension was unimaginable.

Annie looked bewildered, as if wondering if it was okay for a ghost to be there, and Evans's expression was also a little stiff.

Amidst all this, Greig sat quietly without fidgeting. Acting calmly as royalty was probably something that had been drilled into him from birth.

When Ritz appeared in the dining room, an air of obvious relief flowed over the faces of everyone except Greig.

"Yo, Greig, you're up early…"

Greig, who saw Ritz say this with a yawn, widened his eyes.

"Hm? Is something on me?"

Ritz, scratching his head as he asked, realized the reason for Greig's surprise. It wasn't that something was on him, but that nothing was, which was surprising. No white hair, no beard, no monocle…

"Minister, that's…"

Unable to make any excuses to the speechless Greig, Ritz scratched his messy-haired head.

"Mm… I'm surprisingly young, right? Surprised?"

"Of course I'm surprised! How old are you, really!? Are you younger than my father?"

At the indignant Greig, Ritz could only laugh.

"How could I be? I've been on the front lines since the civil war, you know? I'm much older than Gerald."

Apparently, neither the royalty, nor Shasta, nor the Chamberlain had said anything about Ritz's apparent age.

Greig, who boasted of having read the history books, probably knew that Ritz was of the spirit race, but how they aged was not written in the books.

"Greig, I age differently than humans."

At Ritz's simple answer, Greig's face changed in an instant. He looked at Ritz with a surprised, curious expression.

Since they were a race that rarely left the forest, it was undoubtedly a rare sight. Besides, Ritz didn't talk about his age unless asked, and little was known about the ages of the spirit race.

In fact, Ritz had never met another member of his race outside the forest.

"Then Minister…"

"Ah, Ritz is fine. It's a hassle, isn't it?"

"Ah. Then Ritz, how old are you, really?"

Unlike his father, his was a personality that didn't require logic. Greig's question had changed from an interrogation to a genuine query. He was trying to act strangely mature, so this aspect was still childish and likable.

"I am 150 years old."

"150! That old!"

"That's right. More than ten times your age."

"Wow… ah…"

Greig, who had let out a cry of admiration, hastily closed his mouth. He seemed to have realized that he was acting childishly. He hurriedly put on a serious face, but it was already too late.

"When you act like that, you're just a normal kid, you know."

When he said this cheerfully, Greig's face predictably flushed with anger.

"Don't treat me like a child!"

"Yeah, yeah. Now, don't get so angry."

When he was lightly dismissed, Greig turned his gaze away from Ritz with a sulky expression. He had probably never met anyone who treated him like a normal child before.

At Greig's sullen profile, Ritz let out a small sigh that no one noticed.

The position of future king, promised since birth. Certainly, he couldn't live a normal life with that. That couldn't be helped, but it worried Ritz a little.

It wasn't about his future, but the future of the country.

Because Edward was raised as a commoner's child, he became a king who put the people first. Given Gerald's gentle nature and his self-reflective personality, it was hard to imagine him becoming cruel.

But this boy was born as the direct grandson of the king, grew up in the royal palace without any hardships, and was overconfident in his own sword skills. That part of him was a bit concerning.

Thinking that far, Ritz gave a self-deprecating smile. It wasn't Ritz's job to think about such things. It was the job of the king, the crown prince, and the queen. Apparently, he was being too sensitive about the future of this country.

He hadn't cared about the country's internal affairs while he was away, but now that he was back at the center of things, he found himself worrying about unnecessary things.

"Your Highness, what about breakfast? Have you eaten?"

At Anna's voice asking Greig, Ritz was suddenly brought back to his senses. It seemed Greig had remained silent while Ritz was lost in thought.

"My business comes first. I can eat later."

Apparently, Greig was being a little considerate of Anna. Had something happened?

Setting aside Ritz's question, Greig fixed his gaze on Ritz again.

"Alright then, let's hear it. What's this about? You came barging in this early in the morning, so it must be something important, right?"

Ritz, who had been leaning back in his chair, straightened his posture and asked Greig. After a moment of hesitation, Greig, as if he had made up his mind, looked straight at Ritz and spoke.

"Ritz, you're going with my father to destroy the drug syndicate, aren't you? And it's a dangerous, life-threatening mission, isn't it?"

The words that came out of Greig's mouth were enough to stun everyone present. Their surprised gazes immediately turned to Ritz.

"Huh? You didn't say a word about that…"

Anna looked at Franz with a bewildered expression. Franz just shook his head silently.

*Damn it,* he had kept it a secret from them so as not to cause unnecessary worry.

"How do you know that?"

Trying to play dumb wouldn't work, so Ritz just asked back, staring quietly at Greig. His gaze, a complete change from his usual relaxed attitude, was one that would not allow for excuses or evasions. Greig flinched and answered in a small voice.

"Yesterday… I was listening outside the conference room…"

Come to think of it, there had been no guard posted outside the door during yesterday's meeting. They hadn't wanted to leak even the smallest detail to outsiders. That had backfired. He never thought Greig would be listening.

"I see, so you eavesdropped on a top-secret meeting."

"'Eavesdropped' is rude, don't you think!?"

"What else would you call what you did but eavesdropping!?"

At Ritz's sharp rebuke, Greig's cheeks flushed bright red.

"So what if I did!? My father is about to go on a dangerous mission, and it's cowardly not to tell me anything! I had a right to know!"

Greig flew into a rage, spouting selfish arguments.

"I heard at the training ground that Ritz would be going with him as an observer, so…"

So Greig had been following Ritz and Gerald the whole time.

"You followed us all the way there? I'm amazed."

"So what!? Why can my father let this mysterious man who just showed up recently protect him? I can't understand it!"

With his face flushed with anger and frustration, Greig vented his emotions at Ritz. Ritz somehow sensed his purpose for coming here today.

He was probably frustrated. And just plain angry. At the attitude of his grandfather and father, who placed their trust in someone who had suddenly appeared.

And at his own skill, which had been so easily defeated by that untrustworthy opponent.

"Why does my father trust a guy who wears a disguise and won't even show his true face? Why is my grandfather so quick to entrust everything to him!?"

His directionless anger was aimed straight at Ritz. He deliberately took it all in silence.

"The drug syndicate and the ones who tried to kill my grandfather are working together, aren't they? In that situation, what guarantee is there that you're not one of the conspirators who plotted the king's assassination!?"

After saying that much in one breath, Greig channeled his pent-up anger into his fist and slammed it on the table.

At the words 'king's assassination' and the vibration of the table, Evans, Annie, and Joe froze as if struck.

The attempted assassination of the king… This was completely unknown to the public. In fact, the capital was as peaceful as ever, and there was no change in the king's demeanor.

"Why can't it be me? Why can't I be the one to go with my father and protect him…"

As Greig's anger quietly turned to frustration, the standing Anna approached him. She gently placed a hand on his shoulder. In this moment, Anna seemed much more mature than Greig.

"…Are you okay?"

"I'm fine."

To the slightly calmer Greig, Ritz spoke quietly.

"I understand how you feel. But you won't do. You can't protect Gerald. Gerald is more than just your father; he is the crown prince of this country."

As Greig's anger seemed about to reignite, Ritz remained perfectly calm.

"If you can't trust me, that's fine. But what's important in this mission is true strength, the ability to protect people's lives. You don't have that."

"What did you say?"

Without giving Greig a chance to shout again, Ritz continued.

"Don't be so conceited, Greig. Your sword isn't one that protects people. It's a sword to show off your pride. In the end, it's nothing more than child's play from training."

At Ritz's stern declaration, no one could speak. Joe, for one, shrank back as if intimidated. It was only natural. He had never shown this side of himself, not even to Anna or Franz. He had wanted to remain a carefree, lazy man in front of them.

But that wish was now shattered.

After a long, painful silence, Greig, his eyes still filled with anger directed at Ritz, groaned.

"You're trying to say I'm useless, is that it?"

"That's right. There's no place for you here."

As if to slam his contained anger, Greig stood up. The chair fell over with a crash.

"Sorry for interrupting."

With that one parting word, Greig passed behind the speechless Joe and Annie and stomped out of the dining room, his footsteps heavy.

"Wait a minute, Greig! Hey, Ritz, are you just going to let him go?"

At the frantic Anna, Ritz just shrugged his shoulders silently.

"Honestly!"

Anna pouted and shot Ritz a light glare before chasing after Greig. She had probably been expecting Ritz's usual method of acknowledging the other person in the end, no matter how harsh he was.

But this time, no matter how much Greig kicked up a fuss, Ritz's role in the mission would not change.

Ritz's role… was to prioritize protecting Gerald's life and to make him aware of what he lacked as a king. That was all.

The gazes of everyone who remained were painful, but Ritz maintained his silence. It was Franz who spoke to him.

"Ritz, is it true that there's a mission to destroy a drug syndicate?"

"Yeah."

Franz let out a small sigh. Franz probably had his own things he wanted to say.

"You can't take us with you… is that it?"

"That's right. Sorry, but it's not a situation where I can protect you two."

Ritz deliberately answered matter-of-factly. The questioning Franz let out a small sigh. He probably understood that they would be a burden if they went.

But they had come this far together and had been present during the Stewart incident. That's why he probably really wanted to ask, *Can't we go with you?*

Anna would probably think the same thing.

But Ritz had no intention of getting the two of them involved in this matter. They were both still young and inexperienced. They were two people who should live long lives, learn many things, and grow.

That's why he couldn't involve them in his dangerous mission, one where he was prepared to throw away his own life to keep a promise from the past.

"Franz, you of all people should understand, right? Why Greig is so eager to throw himself into battle?"

"…?"

To the confused Franz, Ritz spoke quietly.

"That kid still doesn't know the terror of possessing the power to kill people. That's why he wants to brandish his power."

Franz's blue eyes widened in realization, and then he nodded deeply. In Saradio and at Laria's mansion, Franz had learned that his power could take a person's life.

But Greig still didn't know that battlefield.

"Annie, breakfast. I have to go to a meeting today, too."

Ignoring everyone's questioning gazes, Ritz let out a deep sigh and opened the newspaper that had been left on the table.
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			Two days before the annihilation operation was set to commence, the Military Police and the inspectors met for the first time. Due to the top-secret nature of the mission, this meeting was officially held as a “gathering for representatives of the Military Police and Inspectorate to exchange opinions on current kingdom security issues and deepen mutual friendship.”

However, there was absolutely no friendly sense of ‘camaraderie’ among those who had gathered. While the inspectors were one thing, the Military Police’s dislike of them was extreme, to the point that it could be called a military tradition.

To begin with, the two organizations were vastly different in character.

The Military Police had a relatively large number of members who had worked their way up from the bottom. It was a large household with a hodgepodge of ranks. Being part of the military, its organizational structure was complex, and it was a strict body with rigid rules and hierarchies.

On the other hand, the inspectors were an elite group. Under the Inspector General, only those who cleared rigorous exams and personality assessments that covered the finest details could join.

It was also a special agency with only the King, Prime Minister, and other Ministers standing above the Inspector General. This was a world apart from the difficult position of the Military Police, who were influenced by the military’s internal class structure even during investigations.

For this reason, there was a certain incompatibility between them. In fact, it seemed there had been no verbal exchange between the two sides until Gerald, who was to command the joint force, arrived.

When Gerald and Ritz, who had been appointed his second-in-command, entered the room, they could feel a strange atmosphere swirling with suspicion.

Sensing this keenly, Gerald cast a troubled glance at Ritz, who was behind him. It certainly wasn't an easy situation. But there were only two days left until the operation. Bickering now would get them nowhere.

Upon noticing Gerald, everyone stood and greeted the two with respect.

"Thank you all for coming. Please, be seated."

After bowing to Gerald, who spoke calmly, everyone took their seats. The meeting began once Gerald and Ritz sat in the central chairs.

Ritz was not in disguise at all this time. It was the first time he had entered the royal palace as himself since leaving Sears thirty-five years ago. He wore a military uniform, but it bore no markings indicating his affiliation or rank. The casual way he wore it, with the collar clasp undone, gave a slightly strange impression. No one would be able to guess who he was.

The moment they saw Ritz, bitter expressions appeared on the faces of the Military Police. As the branch with the strictest discipline, they must have thought him some insolent young upstart for wearing his uniform so sloppily.

But with his appointment coming directly from the King and a Minister, they, who existed in a society of ranks, had no grounds to complain.

At Gerald's and Ritz’s request, only the thirty people directly participating in the operation were present. They had decided that having the feuding Inspector Generals attend would only complicate matters further.

Ritz was unfamiliar with the Military Police, but he saw that on the inspector’s side, all but a few were acquaintances of his.

This was to be expected, as Kenny’s squad, who had traveled with Ritz and the others from Faldina to the capital, was still investigating the attempted assassination of the King.

"I know you're all busy, but we have only two days until the operation. Today, I want you all to re-examine the plans of both the Military Police and the Inspectorate and frankly exchange your opinions so that we can operate as a single unit."

Though Gerald made this declaration, he seemed unused to meetings and at a loss for how to proceed, turning to look at Ritz beside him. He was clearly asking for help.

Ritz wanted to avoid standing out too much from the start, but simply letting time pass in silence would be a waste. It couldn't be helped. For now, Ritz would have to take the lead.

Besides, the Military Police members had been looking at Ritz with suspicion from the beginning, so he had to do something about that as well. To ensure a smooth operation, the most important thing, no matter the situation, was for everyone to get to know each other.

Ritz stood up, surveyed the room, and opened his mouth with a smile.

"Before we exchange opinions, how about we all introduce ourselves?"

At this lighthearted proposal, so unsuited to the heavy atmosphere, a Military Police squad leader in his forties with a fitting mustache stood up and showed his anger toward Ritz.

"Introduce ourselves? What nonsense is this! This isn't a social gathering for women and children!"

Until now, everyone had respected him as a Minister, but once the disguise was off, this was the result. Ritz felt a sense of delight at this unfiltered emotion being directed at him after so long.

"What's wrong with it? The official reason for this meeting is a social gathering, after all."

The Military Police grew incensed at Ritz’s unflinching demeanor.

"Are you messing with us, you brat?!"

The air froze at the squad leader’s furious words. Even the man who said it looked startled. The Military Police captain’s face clearly read, *What have I done… going against His Majesty the King's personnel choice…*

*Oh, dear. He doesn't seem to feel sorry for offending me, though.* Just as Ritz was smiling wryly, Kenny shot to his feet.

"Don't be so rude! This man is—"

Sensing things were heading in a direction different from what he intended, Ritz grew flustered.

"Kenny, calm down. It's fine."

"But…"

"It's fine. Sit down."

"Yes, sir…"

Spoken to so firmly by Ritz, Kenny’s shoulders slumped as he sat down. A mutter from the Military Police side reached Ritz’s ears.

"So he's connected to the Inspectorate…"

*Damn, this is getting complicated.* He'd have to handle this himself before things got out of hand.

"I don't belong to any organization. I just happened to meet Kenny during a little incident."

Ritz offered a genuine smile to the still-suspicious Military Police. Distrust could destroy teamwork. He had to get them to trust each other somehow.

"I'm Ritz. I don't have a rank or anything, so just call me by name. It's a bit confusing since I have the same name as a relative of the Minister, but I'm not a soldier. I'm a friend of His Highness, and until recently, I was a mercenary captain on the battlefields of Tarnien. I just happened to be back in Yuresla when His Majesty the King requested I serve as His Highness's guard and strategist. I'm a mercenary with no rank or title, so feel free to say whatever you want. That's all."

Everyone stared at Ritz in confusion as he suddenly began explaining himself without any preamble. But Ritz didn't flinch at all.

"What you all probably want to know most is who this young brat you've never seen before is, right? Well, I'm not actually that young, though."

His last words came out as a mumble. It didn't matter if they heard that part or not. The Military Police surely wanted to know who he was in a literal sense, and Kenny and the others likely wanted to know what cover story he was using for this operation. So, in that sense, his words weren't wrong.

"Anyway, I was the one who suggested introductions, so I figured I'd go first."

With that said, Ritz calmly looked back and forth between the Military Police captain and Kenny.

"It'll be easier to coordinate and even to argue if we know each other's names, right? So, Captain, please introduce your subordinates. Well?"

The Military Police captain remained silent, apparently still not convinced, though Ritz had steered the conversation in an unavoidable direction. He was said to be a meritocrat who had worked his way up. He was probably still debating whether to trust a man who had suddenly appeared as a friend of royalty.

In the end, it was Gerald's resolute words that convinced the captain.

"This is my first time commanding a military force. Though it's a small group for this top-secret mission, it is a great responsibility, and to be honest, I'm not entirely confident. I imagine you are all quite anxious as well."

As everyone remained silent, Gerald slowly looked around the room. Ritz saw in his eyes a will to judge for himself. His words continued.

"But as long as I am carrying out this operation with you, I want to properly know the names of everyone whose lives I am entrusted with. Is it wrong for a commander to think this way, First Platoon Leader of the Military Police Third Division?"

"You are correct, Your Highness…"

Those quiet, gentle, yet heavy words, tinged with determination, resonated in the chests of everyone present. They all reflected on the tense atmosphere up to that point and straightened their posture.

Ritz clasped his hands behind his head and lightly closed his eyes. *For a commander to utter those words before heading into battle scores highly on my scale. The only regret is that if he had said them from the start, the meeting could have begun without any issue and without me having to step in.*

At any rate, Ritz was now convinced that Gerald was not entirely unsuited for the role of commander.

"Now then, I'd like the Military Police to state their affiliations and names."

"Yes, Your Highness."

The rest of the meeting proceeded relatively smoothly. Everyone had, for the time being, put the conflict between the two organizations on the back burner.

Lieutenant Altman, the first platoon leader of the Military Police’s Third Division, which handled special missions involving narcotics and spirit magic, began his explanation of the drug organization’s headquarters. Incidentally, he had worked his way up from a common soldier, having attended neither a military preparatory school nor a military academy.

"We've identified the enemy's hideout as a mansion located past the outer wall surrounding the capital, along the commoners' road. From this palace, it's about an hour's ride at a slow pace on horseback."

At Altman’s prompting, his second-in-command produced a map of the Royal Capital and its surroundings.

"From the capital, you proceed along this road by the coast. When the forest comes into view to the north, the mansion is on a cliff on the sea side… This is their base."

The indicated location was marked in red.

"I see…"

Ritz murmured, staring at the spot. *There's likely a hidden dock on the sea side behind this mansion, out of sight from the highway. It's probably cleverly concealed from the sea as well, so passing ships wouldn't have noticed. They must have used it to bring the drugs to the port district by boat and transport their profits the same way…*

"You found the headquarters so quickly. At the last meeting, you said you hadn't found it yet."

At Ritz’s impressed words, Altman furrowed his brow suspiciously.

"…It's our job."

*Right, I'm not supposed to have been at the last meeting. The Minister was.* As if nothing had happened, Ritz looked back at Altman.

"How were you able to pinpoint it in such a short time?"

At this turn of phrase, Altman replied with a somewhat reluctant expression.

"Unfortunately, the credit isn't ours. It was thanks to information from the Inspectorate. Upon reinvestigating the actions of the low-ranking noble reported at the last meeting, we found that this man, who had been struggling to make ends meet, suddenly purchased such a lavish mansion."

"I see… And have you confirmed this?"

When Ritz asked this without looking up from the map, Altman paused, fixed his gaze on Ritz's face for a moment, and then offered something close to a wry smile. It seemed he had understood that the royal's friend was not a complete amateur but someone with actual combat experience. A minimal understanding, but an understanding nonetheless.

"Despite buying such a grand mansion, this low-ranking noble has not moved in. Nevertheless, there are signs that a large number of people are currently staying there."

"So a Military Police informant confirmed the faces of the people inside, is that it?"

Ritz stayed one step ahead of what he was trying to say. Altman let out a soft chuckle and nodded.

"Exactly. It's as if you were the one who received the report, Ritz or whatever your name is."

"I'll take that as a compliment, Lieutenant Altman."

Though half-sarcastic, it was certain that he had been acknowledged, however slightly. That would be enough to carry out this operation.

"How about the Inspectorate? Any changes in your investigation status?"

When Ritz turned the conversation to Kenny, Kenny stood up. Incidentally, despite being more than ten years younger than Altman, Kenny held the rank of Major, two ranks higher. He was an elite who had graduated from both preparatory and military academies and began his career as a second lieutenant.

Herein lay one of the root causes of the conflict between the Military Police and the Inspectorate. Although it was unavoidable given the nature of their work, it was likely a source of frustration for those who had risen through the ranks.

"We haven't narrowed down the suspects. However, we have some concerning information. Please take a look at this."

At Kenny’s command, his subordinate produced a chart. The names of about ten individuals were written on it.

"This is a list of nobles and military personnel that the murdered low-ranking noble grew close to since the summer."

Gerald took the list and scowled as he read it. Ritz peered over his shoulder. Gerald let out a sigh-like murmur.

"…There are high-ranking nobles and key military figures here…"

"Yes, Your Highness. Of course, we can't say that all of them are the culprits involved in the assassination attempt. A few of them were likely just used for information gathering. But among them is someone who tried to assassinate the King."

Ritz looked at the list, but he couldn't match the names to faces. With a gap of over thirty years, that was only natural.

"Who do you think it is, Kenny?"

Ritz looked up from the list and asked.

"The most likely suspect is this person."

The name Kenny pointed to was that of a noble from an old, distinguished family.

Marquis Joseph Walter.

"…I can't believe the Marquis would do such a thing…"

Altman muttered just that before falling silent. Walter was famous in the military for his integrity. The idea that he would plot to assassinate the King was likely unbelievable to the earnest Altman.

Marquis Walter had served as a close confidant to Prince Richard, the younger brother of the false king Stewart, during the civil war. He was the man who later saved many soldiers from the horrors of death in battle through a courageous surrender.

Naturally, he had been an enemy of Ritz and Edward. Ritz had fought him directly, but in the thirty-five years since leaving the capital, he had never once seen the man.

After the civil war, he was supposed to have worked with the then-commander of the Royal Regular Army under Edward to rebuild the military, demonstrating great skill in the Kingdom Defense Department.

He was well past seventy, and it had been ten years since he retired from the military alongside the commander of the Royal Regular Army. The story was that he was now living a quiet, retired life in a mansion on the outskirts of Sears.

"Could there be some mistake? General Walter wasn't that kind of man."

"I don't want to believe it either, sir. But there is no doubt that the murdered low-ranking noble was frequently visiting the Marquis. Moreover, the Marquis has long been retired from the military. There would be no need for him to visit for information gathering."

"But for what purpose?"

"…I don't know. But there is no doubt that he is involved in a plot to take His Majesty the King’s life and in the organization spreading the narcotic. It is most likely related to Prince Richard in some way."

A heavy atmosphere fell, and everyone fell silent. Ritz, too, was lost in thought. Having participated in the civil war, he knew the name Walter. He had fought against him, and some of his old acquaintances had been friends with Walter.

After looking at the list for a while in thought, Gerald said nothing and simply placed the list face down on the table.

"First, let's annihilate the organization. Then we'll have you thoroughly investigate that matter."

"As you wish."

"Now then, let's decide on the course of action for the operation."

With that, Gerald spread out the mansion's floor plan, which had been submitted by the Military Police.

"It's big…"

Kenny and Altman, who were peering at the floor plan along with Ritz, nodded silently at his murmur. Despite being built on a cliff, the mansion was quite large.

It had three floors above ground, and each room was quite spacious. Yet there were over twenty rooms in total. Some rooms were connected by hallways, while others were separated by doors. The layout was varied, with no two rooms having the same shape.

"It's a rather unusual building. Did the culprits build it?"

Looking up from the blueprints, Gerald asked Altman.

"No, Your Highness. It was built by a wealthy merchant. I hear it had been abandoned for a long time before the low-ranking noble purchased and repaired it."

Altman paused for a moment, let out a small sigh, and continued.

"To be honest, this floor plan is from before those repairs were made. We obtained it from the merchant who sold the house to the noble."

His words were tinged with regret and apology.

"I see. An old floor plan. So we don't know what it's like now?"

"That is correct, Your Highness. I have no excuse."

Gerald patted the apologetic Altman on the shoulder and smiled.

"It's all right, Altman. You did well to obtain even this much in such a short time."

As Altman bowed, Ritz finally looked up from the floor plan and asked.

"The exterior hasn't changed, right?"

"Apparently not. The merchant went to see it once after the repairs were finished, but he said he couldn't tell what had been fixed from the outside."

"I see…"

This wasn't much of a clue.

"Is there any information about the interior of the mansion? The basement or the attic?"

Looking up as he asked, Ritz saw Altman shake his head.

"Unfortunately, our informants couldn't get that far inside. It's too dangerous right before the operation, so we haven't exchanged information with them for the past two days. It's possible they've found something by now, though."

"Are you sure?"

"No. We won't know until we meet up with them on the day of the operation."

"I see…"

Ritz muttered the question that popped into his head as if to himself.

"Even if they didn't have the time to build a new building from scratch, did they have enough funds to extensively renovate the interior?"

It was Altman who answered his murmur.

"They were likely funding their activities with the drug money, so they probably could have managed that much. The whereabouts of most of the profits they made from the drug are still a mystery."

That was true. At this point, they had no idea what had happened to the profits.

But Ritz knew one of the ways the funds were being used. A large sum must have been spent on the mansion and living expenses for one of the masterminds, the former Crown Prince Stewart, who was trapped in the ‘Infinite Nightmare’.

That same Stewart was now sleeping soundly in a back room of the royal palace. He would likely remain that way until he died.

But now that former Crown Prince Stewart—who had built a mansion, kept servants, and had lavish meals prepared for him—was gone, why had they increased the number of people selling the drug? Shouldn't their operating funds be at a minimum now? Or was there some other purpose behind it?

Countless questions with no answers came to mind. Something wasn't right. It felt like if he could understand just one thing, everything would become clear…

Why increase the number of peddlers now… and why gather only untrustworthy thugs from the slums? He couldn't shake the feeling that something more than just fundraising was hidden there.

A split in the organization? A desperate scramble for more funds than planned?

No, that's not it.

Something felt wrong. He just didn't know what…

"Then let's move on to the finer details of the operation. First, the Inspectorate's policy…"

Beside him, as the operational procedures for the day were being decided, Ritz simply repeated that question over and over in his mind.

Unable to shake the sense of inconsistency, a faint unease lingering within him, the days passed, and finally, the day arrived.

The day of the Drug Cartel Annihilation Operation.

Only a very small number of people had gathered to see off the ten-man joint team of Military Police and inspectors, along with Gerald and Ritz.

"Be careful. Don't get hurt, okay?"

As he stood beside his horse, Anna looked up at him with a worried expression.

"I'll be fine."

"But…"

Her gaze shifted slightly, and in its direction stood a silent Franz. Though his expression was impassive, Franz's eyes, too, held a hint of anxiety as he looked up at Ritz.

Come to think of it, since meeting Anna and starting this new journey, this was the first time he would be leaving the two of them behind.

Ritz gave a wry smile and checked his own attire. Today, he was once again in that military uniform with no rank or affiliation. To the two of them, this outfit must look strange.

According to Anna, it wasn't just that it was unfamiliar; he didn't seem like the usual Ritz.

These two had learned of the top-secret mission after inadvertently hearing the date from Greig.

"Of course I will. Who do you think I am?"

To reassure her, Ritz replied to Anna brightly with a smile.

"Because…"

Lately, for some reason, Anna had been worrying about Ritz more than necessary. In the drawing room, he would sometimes feel a gaze, and when he looked, Anna would be watching him with a pensive look, only to offer a troubled smile when their eyes met.

Until now, Anna had been attached to Ritz with an attitude befitting her appearance, but those melancholic eyes made her seem as mature as her actual age.

It was probably because she had seen a different side of him, like when she saw him drinking alone or when he was strict with Greig. Yet, unlike before, she didn't come to ask him about it directly, nor did she seem to be consulting anyone else.

Ritz himself was a little worried about what kind of change had come over Anna's heart.

Perhaps the time would come when he would have to have a proper heart-to-heart with Anna. She perceived things more accurately than Franz and held them within her heart.

Ritz was beginning to realize that.

But would that time ever come?

If he were to lose his life here, such a day would never arrive. If that happened, he hoped Franz would be able to talk properly with Anna.

He felt that Franz, too, was starting to look forward, compared to those days when he had closed off his heart.

He glanced over at Franz, and their eyes met. Franz didn't say anything in particular, just gave a small nod. He supposed he was trusted to be okay, at least.

Next to the two of them was Greig. They hadn't spoken since the recent incident, but when Ritz looked at him, the boy averted his face with a slight pout. It seemed he still didn't understand what Ritz had said. What a handful.

Just as everyone had lined up, Edward appeared. The cold, clear morning air grew even more taut with tension.

It was a strange sight.

There was no one else but these twenty-odd people, and yet here was the King, in the courtyard of a still-sleeping royal castle. The Prime Minister was even standing beside him.

No one else knew of this gathering. Originally, Edward was not scheduled to be here. That was why the Military Police Inspector General and the Inspectorate Inspector General were also absent. The King had come here on a personal matter. Just like Anna and Franz.

Ritz understood how he felt. He had taken a strong stance with his son publicly, but inwardly, he must not have been calm.

Edward quietly surveyed everyone. His gaze paused for a moment on Ritz, then settled intently on Gerald.

"Gerald, how are you feeling now?"

"Yes, Father. I am extremely tense."

The two voices echoed surprisingly loud in the cold air.

"And why are you tense?"

"Because of this position, where my decisions will determine the life and death of those present here."

After a moment of silence, Edward nodded slowly.

"Never forget that, Gerald. For now, it is a mission where thirty lives are at stake, but to protect the country is to carry the lives of all the people of Yuresla on your shoulders."

"Yes, Father."

From Gerald, who bowed his head deeply, Edward sent his gaze to Ritz.

"Ritz… I'm counting on you."

Those words, which didn't specify what he was being asked to do, were heavy.

To protect Gerald's life, and to advise Gerald so that everyone here does not lose their lives due to wrong orders. He understood that this was the role assigned to him now.

He nodded silently, and Edward, seeming to understand Ritz's answer perfectly well, nodded back.

Leaving the royal palace, the group proceeded through the silence of the city, letting their horses walk quietly. At this pace, it was expected to take nearly two hours to reach their destination.

But they wouldn't continue at this pace the whole way. The plan was to proceed slowly, as if heading for a military exercise, until they were a little way out of the capital.

Ritz looked at the pocket watch tucked casually into the pocket of his military uniform. It was something distributed to everyone as it was necessary for this mission. When splitting into several groups, synchronizing time was indispensable for such a mission.

The current time was five in the morning…

Walking and looking at the dimly lit city from horseback, before the sun had fully risen, it seemed that they, heading to the headquarters of a case involving narcotics and the attempted assassination of the king, were a terribly strange existence.

The people knew nothing. If this incident wasn't resolved without their knowledge, it would cast a dark shadow over the capital.

"Ritz, did you get any sleep?"

Gerald, who was riding beside him, asked.

"This isn't my first battle. Of course I slept."

"I see… You're right. I couldn't at all. I didn't sleep a wink."

It couldn't be helped for a first-timer. But was it okay for him not to have slept? Looking at him, there were indeed dark circles under Gerald's eyes.

"Are you all right? Today's going to be tough."

"I'm fine. I'm full of nervous energy. I won't be falling asleep at the headquarters."

Ritz felt a little relieved at Gerald's quiet smile.

"If you can joke like that, you'll be fine."

"You think so? Then maybe I will be okay."

After that, the two of them rode on in silence for a while. As they passed his house, he could see Joe and Evans standing inside the gate.

Those two had also learned about today's events and the incident, thanks to Greig barging in. When Joe noticed Ritz, he gave a light wink and a wave, and Joe waved back with a smile.

"An acquaintance?"

Gerald asked, looking puzzled. Ritz replied.

"I told you before, didn't I? Anna suddenly made a friend and is living with a kid. That's him."

Gerald's face broke into a smile.

"Then that child is my senior. He, like me, was taught by Anna how to make friends."

"Exactly."

When they reached the giant gate in the outer wall leading out of the city, Kenny called out loudly to the soldiers guarding it.

"We request you open the gate!"

Two soldiers came out from the guardhouse next to the gate.

"Do you have a permit? We can't open the gate at this hour without one."

Kenny took out the permit and handed it to the soldier.

"This is indeed an official permit. Opening of the gate is approved."

The soldier who read the permit looked up with a start. He hurriedly looked at the head of the group. The soldier confirmed the figure on horseback and then gave the most respectful salute.

"My apologies. Please pass, Your Highness the Crown Prince."

"Thank you."

And so, the Drug Cartel Annihilation Unit began its advance onto the early morning highway.
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			Meanwhile, a strange sense of unease drifted over the farewell party that remained behind. The one exuding this anxiety most was Shasta. He was likely worried about sending the Crown Prince to a place where he would surely face combat.

Edward, too, stood unmoving, his eyes fixed on the direction the unit had disappeared. The five of them stood there in the cold, without exchanging a single word.

Franz, for his part, felt a pang of loneliness. Over the past few months since setting out on their journey, he had grown used to experiencing all sorts of things with Ritz. Now, with Ritz heading into battle while he was left to wait, it felt somewhat strange.

Of course, he knew he was still inexperienced in fighting and would only be a hindrance, but he couldn't help feeling concerned.

Besides, there was another reason he thought it was good he was staying behind this time. It was about Anna. Ever since the day Greig had visited, Anna had seemed a little down, as if lost in thought.

Franz knew that Anna thought about many things without voicing them. There had even been times when he was saved by her unspoken, deep considerations.

But she never became emotional or pessimistic, always maintaining a cheerful smile. Though he would never say it out loud, Franz had a bit of respect for her for that.

And yet, this time was different. Even he, who had had little contact with people before, noticed the change in Anna, so Annie and Joe's worry was considerable. Franz had been asked many times what was wrong, but he couldn't give an answer.

Anna never consulted Franz about anything. He realized that for the first time.

On their journey, he was always being helped by Anna. When he was attacked by a poisonous snake, Anna protected him and nearly died. Before going to Laria's mansion, Franz was saved by Anna. Pathetically, Franz was always being saved by Anna.

Ritz would casually tell him to help her if he had the chance, but Franz still hadn't been able to do anything. That was why he was worrying about whether there was anything he could do for Anna in her current state.

An opportunity suddenly presented itself to Franz. He resolved to use the precious thirty minutes of walking back home alone with her to ask what was weighing on her mind.

But Franz's plan crumbled unexpectedly just as he was about to suggest they leave. Among the silent farewell party, Greig—the one who was least anxious and more filled with his own discontent—invited Anna, oblivious to the atmosphere.

"Anna, would you like to come to the palace? It's been a while."

"Huh?"

Lost in thought, Anna turned to Greig with a surprised look.

Franz swallowed the words "Let's go home" that had been at the tip of his tongue. Paying no mind to Franz's reaction, Greig continued his invitation.

"I had some special sweets brought in just for you, Anna. They're from the best shop in Sears."

"His Highness did that for me?"

"That's right. I had them brought just for Anna."

"? Thank you."

Anna was surprised, but Franz was even more surprised, though he didn't show it in his face or voice. This was almost as if Greig had feelings for Anna. No, it wasn't just feelings. Greig was clearly inviting Anna out of romantic interest.

As usual, Anna seemed completely oblivious to it.

"Can Franz come too? Hey, Franz, you like sweets, right?"

Franz was bewildered at being drawn into the conversation. He saw Greig's eyes glaring coldly at him. It was clear that Greig thought of him as a nuisance and didn't want him to come.

It wasn't that he wanted to interfere with Greig's love life, and he thought it was a matter between Greig and Anna, so he had nothing to do with it, but Greig clearly viewed him as a rival.

But Anna had no idea what Greig was feeling.

"Your Highness, is that not okay?"

"Ugh…"

Asked so purely, Greig probably couldn't refuse. He wasn't an adult like Ritz or Edward who could lightly deflect the situation.

"Huh? Was it not okay?"

"It's not that it's not okay…"

"But they're delicious sweets, right? They'd surely taste better if we all ate them together."

"Uh… yeah, that's true, but…"

Greig was being cornered. For some reason, he found the scene amusing. Perhaps because it was a sight he didn't usually see.

It was Edward who broke the strange stalemate. After patting the silent Shasta on the shoulder, he turned to the three of them and spoke.

"All three of you, it's cold, so come inside. Franz and Anna, you should have breakfast at the palace as well."

Oblivious to the subtle atmosphere between the three, Edward, with a slightly somber face from before, urged the three and Shasta along.

"Thank you. We will."

Since Anna readily accepted with a smile, Franz was inevitably invited to the breakfast table as well.

His original plan completely ruined, Franz, who had been swept up into having breakfast at the palace, found himself taking a long, leisurely, and bothersome meal where he was asked about everything from how he wanted his bread toasted to the type of milk for his tea.

Recently, he had been living a life of quickly eating the breakfast Annie made and heading to the Royal Library, so this, after a long time, was quite delicious in its own way.

Though, he thought, it would have been more delicious without Greig's glare.

As for Anna, she was engrossed in conversation with Queen Patricia and hadn't noticed Greig glaring at Franz at all. As for Edward and Shasta, they seemed to be deep in thought, and Franz couldn't fathom their troubles.

Franz rested his cheek on his hand and let out a small sigh. Greig was clearly hostile towards him, with Anna in between them, of course. He wanted to state clearly that it was a misunderstanding, but in this setting, he couldn't.

To begin with, he had no idea when, what, or how Greig had developed feelings for Anna. This was only the second time that both Anna and Franz had met and spoken with Greig directly.

In that case, something must have happened when he came to their house the other day, but Franz had no way of knowing. At times like this, Franz wished he could be like Ritz.

He would casually, and jokingly, tell Greig directly that he had no feelings for Anna, and then tell him that it would be quicker to make Anna understand than to see him as a rival. No matter how he tried, that was impossible for Franz.

He felt that his silence was only making Greig more hostile, but if so, he had no idea what to say.

The meal, shrouded in a heavy atmosphere from everyone except the Queen and Anna, finally ended. Exhausted, Franz thought to thank Edward for the meal and leave.

He had no more time to deal with Greig. He decided to let him do as he pleased.

But that thought was naive. Before Franz could open his mouth to speak to Edward, Greig had already spoken to him.

"Grandfather, may I use the underground training ground?"

He had a bad feeling. A feeling that something incredibly troublesome and unpleasant was about to happen. He wanted to avoid being dragged into it if possible and didn't want to get involved.

Franz wanted to cover his ears, but in front of the King, he couldn't do that either.

And that bad feeling was spot on.

"I would like Franz to show me his Fire Spirits. I believe that underground room was made of stone and fired brick, so it should be perfect."

Greig's eyes were fixed squarely on Franz. Franz felt like he had seen those eyes before. Yes, they were the same eyes he had shown when he challenged Ritz at the New Festival Month martial arts tournament.

"Oh, to Franz, is it…"

Slowly, Edward's eyes turned to Franz. The words "I'd rather not" came to the tip of Franz's tongue, but in the end, they remained unspoken in the face of Edward's smile.

"That's wonderful, Greig. A fight with a Fire Spirit user will be a good learning experience."

The King then shrugged his shoulders in a way only Franz would understand.

*He must know. He absolutely must know about Greig's crush on Anna and Franz's inescapable situation, and he's enjoying it. No doubt about it.*

As expected of Ritz's best friend. Their ways of handling situations were very similar. So similar it was infuriating. In a situation like this, he could have at least helped him out.

"Anna, are you going too?"

"Yes, Ed-san. I was thinking of practicing with my Water Spirits for a bit too."

"I see."

Edward's previously dark, worried face transformed into a gentle smile as he nodded. *He's an adult,* Franz thought, but he truly, desperately wished that if he was an adult, he would stop a child's reckless behavior. The child, of course, being Greig.

"I'm planning for us to have lunch together as well, so be back here by then."

Sent off with a smile like that, he had no choice but to go. He trudged reluctantly behind Greig, who was cheerfully trying to impress Anna, and Anna, who was listening with happy interjections.

He really had no idea how things had turned out this way. It was completely against his will.

When they arrived at the underground training ground, Greig finally turned to Franz.

"Franz, draw your sword!"

*Just as I thought.* However, Franz couldn't wield a sword.

"What's wrong, are you afraid of me?"

With that one line from Greig, Franz felt as if he heard something snap somewhere in his head. *To misunderstand on his own, challenge me on his own, and then provoke me… How infuriating.*

"Afraid…?"

He had intended to fight back with only his Fire Spirits, but he changed his mind. From inside his winter clothes, Franz took out a short spear. It was the extendable mithril spear, engraved with the royal seal, that he had received in Faldina.

He threw off his winter clothes and swung the spear wide in front of him. With a light clang of metal, the spear extended, changing its form. The jewel, which glowed in response to his Fire Spirits, regained its long-lost brilliance.

"A strange weapon, but there's no way I'll lose. Let us fight for her love!"

"Huh? For what?"

Still oblivious, Anna looked around with a blank expression.

"Whose love? What's this about? Tell meee…"

He felt a little sorry for Greig. But perhaps nothing was getting through to him now, as his only interest was in defeating Franz. It seemed the only way was to defeat his opponent and clear up the misunderstanding. That he had no intention of fighting Greig over Anna.

Franz, in desperation, turned to Greig.

"Here I come! Prepare yourself!"

"…By all means."

And so, a battle completely different in seriousness from that of the Military Police and Inspectorate joint unit began in a thoroughly exasperating situation.

◇ ◇ ◇

Meanwhile, in a certain place, the final arrow of the incident was about to be loosed with the resolve of the people there.

The man was staring out the window. The sun was beginning to rise. Its beauty was like a farewell gift to them for what was to come.

"…The time has finally come, hasn't it?"

"Yes, the time is now."

Just as on the other day, in the calm drawing room with the flickering fireplace, the exact same group of people, minus the one who had died, were seated. There was no sense of holding their breath, no tension in the air. Only a calm, yet languidly resigned, quiet atmosphere filled the room.

"This early morning, the Crown Prince's platoon departed as scheduled. It appears the Minister accompanied them as well."

As the reporter said this, the oldest man among them slowly nodded.

"Indeed. It seems that man was the biggest obstacle during Crown Prince Stewart's time. In that case…"

"Yes. The King's security consists of the Prime Minister, the Royal Guard, and a few token members of the Royal Household Guard… The King never kept many guards around him to begin with."

The elderly man quietly closed his eyes. He, too, seemed to be lost in thoughts of a distant time.

After a long silence, the man acting as the reporter spoke in a concerned tone.

"Marquis Walter?"

"Ah, forgive me."

With a small shiver, the man… Marquis Walter… opened his eyes.

He had been having a long, long dream… No, was it that he had only now begun to see an impossible dream…?

"What were you thinking of?"

"…That a long time has passed…"

Is this an impossible dream…?

Or the end of a dream…?

"How are things at his mansion?"

"Preparations are complete."

"I see. Then let us also begin our preparations."

The men stood up without a sound. The man who was a soldier, a reporter… and an informant planted within the military, handed each of them a small vial.

Here was a portion of the raw narcotic liquid that the Military Police were desperately searching for.

"This is the undiluted ‘Grace of Fire’."

When everyone had received one, Marquis Walter slowly rose to his feet and declared in a voice as calm as a ripple-less lake:

"The time has come."

Everyone stood and gazed at Marquis Walter with equally calm eyes.

"Once you drink this, there is no turning back."

Standing before the people who nodded wordlessly, Marquis Walter once again looked out the window.

His whole body ached. Sickness had taken root throughout him, and there was no hope of recovery. The doctor had told Marquis Walter that it would be difficult for him to live until spring. If that was the case, there was something he had to do before he died.

To Stewart's and Richard's children and grandchildren, who were now living no better than provincial lords… To them, who would still be at the center of the country if not for the civil war, he wanted to give them a chance, somehow.

He knew himself that it was likely something none of the citizens would wish for, but he could not die without repaying the kindness he had received.

"Well then, everyone, good luck…"

The room was utterly silent.
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			About two hours after leaving the capital, the joint unit was in a forest, out of sight from the enemy headquarters. The sun had fully risen, but the sky was clear without a single cloud, and the air was still piercingly cold.

The sweat rising from the horses turned to steam, slowly melting into the clear air. Even wearing winter gear, staying still was tough.

"There's surprisingly little traffic, isn't there?"

Kenny murmured as he nibbled on a field ration during a break that also served as a final strategy meeting. Even his breath clouded white.

"There's still time before the castle gates open. Farmers can't get in until the gates open, so traffic will pick up later."

Ritz, who had been re-examining the mansion's floor plan next to him, said this and then tossed the rest of his field ration into his mouth. The sweetness of the hard-baked, dried bread slowly spread through his mouth.

"You know a lot, Ritz-kun."

Altman was still his usual self with the inspectors, but he had started to warm up to Ritz.

"Most of my life has been spent wandering, you know. Right, Your Highness?"

Gerald, who had been silent since they arrived, perhaps due to tension, burst out laughing at Ritz's nonchalant remark. Ritz's unabashed attitude, despite having abandoned his duties as a Minister, must have struck him as funny.

"I'm quite envious of that."

Altman said this in a tone that was both amazed and amused, and he gave an exaggerated shrug. The tense atmosphere instantly softened.

Ritz glanced at the smiling Gerald. Had his tension eased a bit? In a situation like this, excessive tension could shorten one's life.

But Gerald was more relaxed than he had expected. While Gerald exchanged words with Altman and Kenny, Ritz took a deep breath of the cold, clear air and looked up at the blue sky visible through the gaps in the trees.

Given the early hour, the only people they had passed on the commoners' road leading to the capital were what appeared to be honey sellers driving a covered wagon loaded with large jars.

Heading to the capital at this time meant they were probably merchants unfamiliar with the castle gate's schedule. Come to think of it, he remembered one of them staring intently at them, perhaps finding the sight of soldiers unusual.

Ritz felt he had a strange feeling about that man, but he couldn't remember why. He had been busy discussing plans with Gerald.

"There are two exits from the mansion… Two inspectors will infiltrate first to sabotage the rear service entrance from the inside so it can't be opened. After confirming the main unit's entry from the front, both will stand by at the front door. They'll take down any enemies who try to flee… check."

Ritz went over the plan decided at the last meeting one more time in front of everyone. His voice wasn't particularly loud, but it echoed clearly in the crisp air.

"The first floor is our Inspectorate's responsibility. After securing the first floor, we will begin seizing documents and other materials."

Kenny said this and looked back at the inspectors. They were looking at the floor plan, confirming their respective positions and actions.

There were three copies of the floor plan: one for the inspectors, one for the Military Police, and one for Gerald and Ritz.

"We in the Military Police will take charge of securing the second and third floors. Due to our numbers, we will not be involved in seizing documents or evidence, but will focus solely on arresting the criminals…"

The Military Police nodded at Altman's words. It seemed they no longer needed to confirm. Their mission was only to arrest.

"I will remain on standby here in the stair hall after securing the first floor with the Inspectorate. After all floors are secured, report back here."

With that, Gerald lightly tapped the stair hall on the floor plan.

"Same for me, Your Highness."

Ritz said and stretched. Personally, he wanted to head to the second and third floors with the Military Police. That suited him better. But this time, that wasn't an option.

"Then let's commence the operation in twenty minutes."

Gerald said and looked at his pocket watch. Twenty minutes from now would be exactly eight o'clock. It would be three hours since they left the capital.

"You two going ahead, be extremely careful. It will affect the progress of the entire operation."

"Yes, sir."

At the direct command from the Crown Prince, the two inspectors, with tense expressions, placed their fists on their chests in the highest form of salute to royalty. Between soldiers, a simple salute would suffice, but in the rank-conscious Military Police, there was no other way to show respect to royalty. Gerald smiled at the two.

"But your lives are precious. If you fail and your lives are in danger, run. The operation can be replanned, but you only have one life."

"Thank you, sir."

As the two bowed deeply, Gerald shook his head.

"Save those words for when the operation is safely concluded."

A good balance of tension and a gentle atmosphere filled the place. A good sign. If this operation went according to plan, Gerald shouldn't be in much danger. But in the field, you never know what will happen. It was better to be cautious.

"It's eight o'clock. Now then, everyone, I'm counting on you."

"As you wish."

And so, the Drug Cartel Annihilation Operation began. Everyone silently watched as the first two men walked toward the mansion. The moment their figures disappeared from sight, blocked by the mansion and trees, everyone began unloading their gear from their horses and making preparations.

For the sake of stealth, which was the main principle of the operation, everyone would proceed on foot from here. Horses would be too conspicuous.

"Tie up the horses securely. If they run off, you won't be able to get back."

Ritz called out to everyone in a teasing tone to ease the tension. Altman immediately replied.

"Indeed. At my age, I couldn't possibly walk in this cold."

A ripple of laughter arose from both the Military Police and the inspectors.

"Then, after a final check, we will depart."

The soldiers returned to their tasks. Unlike a normal battle, when you have to perform post-processing tasks like capturing criminals, seizing documents, and securing evidence, you surprisingly have a lot of gear. Once they reached the mansion, they would entrust its management to the guards who went ahead to secure the door, and then they would storm in.

After confirming that none of the soldiers were paying attention to them, Ritz placed a hand on Gerald's shoulder.

"Oh, Ritz."

Gerald turned around in surprise. He had been staring at the mansion the whole time. It seemed he was worried about the two who had gone ahead.

"Gerald, listen to me."

"What is it?"

"You came here this time as the commander of this unit. But you have another, more fundamental premise."

Suddenly told this, Gerald tilted his head.

"A fundamental premise? What is it?"

"Before you are a commander, you are the Crown Prince."

Ritz stared at the bewildered Gerald with stern eyes.

"Not letting your soldiers die in vain, that's a given. If you can't do that, you'll just be called incompetent and that's the end of it. But more important than that is that you don't die."

"No, but…"

It was probably a little different from what Gerald had been thinking about as a commander until now. He must have only been thinking about protecting his soldiers and giving correct orders.

That's why his hesitation was palpable to Ritz. Still, Ritz continued without allowing any rebuttal.

"Your death could cause chaos in the country. When faced with a life-or-death situation, even if someone else has to be sacrificed, you must think of living, no matter what."

"Don't ask the impossible, Ritz. I can't do that."

In a tone filled with pain, Ritz looked back at Gerald, who was pressing his forehead, without mercy.

"Even if you can't, you must. Whether it's me, Kenny, or Altman, sacrifice us and survive."

"That's…"

"Understanding the importance of your own life is also the job of royalty. Understood?"

As if pushed by those strong words and the force of the hand on his shoulder, Gerald murmured with a sigh.

"Is such a selfish way of thinking permissible at a time like this?"

"It is permissible, Your Highness."

A powerful voice answered the murmur filled with doubt and anguish.

"Do not be troubled. We are soldiers of this country, the people of the kingdom that Your Highness is to rule."

Without turning around, Ritz knew from the voice who it was. It was Kenny. As an inspector in a special position, he was the man most conscious of that fact.

When he noticed, everyone was staring at Gerald. Their preparations had long been finished, and it seemed they had been listening to the two's exchange.

"Geez, you were listening?"

As Ritz said this with a wry smile, Altman, who had stepped forward next to Kenny, smiled with a sense of composure in his mustache.

"We are the Military Police. We've always had big ears."

"I didn't know that. I'll be careful from now on."

After lightly returning the joke, Altman turned back to Gerald.

"We, the First Platoon of the Military Police Third Division, our lives belong to this country… and by extension, to His Majesty and Your Highness. Whatever happens, we will have no regrets."

"Fort, Altman… you two…"

At the sincere words of the two platoon leaders, Gerald was lost for words and closed his eyes. After a while, as if having made a decision, he slowly opened his purple eyes.

"I understand… Thank you."

Gerald looked straight at everyone and then smiled.

"I'm sorry for taking up unnecessary time. Let's go. The two who went ahead are waiting."

At eight-thirty, thirty minutes after the operation began, the joint investigation team broke down the locked door of the enemy headquarters and stormed into the building.

"Empty shell… is it?"

Ritz murmured, looking around while remaining vigilant. The interior of the mansion was eerily quiet and felt strangely spacious. The high ceiling allowed the team members to easily raise their swords and the small shields fixed to their arms. But in the silent space, their figures looked strange and out of place.

But that wasn't the only reason it was eerie.

"…Be careful. There's a human presence."

Bracing himself, Altman warned his subordinates. The unnerving situation of sensing a presence but seeing no one…

"What should we do, Your Highness?"

Kenny asked Gerald for a decision on whether to continue the operation as planned or change it. It would be dangerous to split up between the first, second, and third floors in this situation.

Gerald seemed to understand this, and after some thought, he answered.

"Let's change the plan. First, all inspectors and Military Police will investigate every room on the first floor. During that time, we'll post guards at the passage to the upper staircase. Can I have two from the Military Police?"

"Understood."

In the end, the joint investigation team searched every nook and cranny of the roughly ten rooms on the first floor—including the drawing room, dining room, kitchen, sunroom, and servants' quarters—but they found no people, nor could they seize any documents.

All the documents had been taken away.

"…I have a bad feeling about this."

Having thoroughly searched the first floor, Ritz crossed his arms and thought. Why was no one here? And why were even the documents gone? It was as if they knew the investigation was coming today.

…Or was it a coincidence that the enemy had fled before the raid?

"It's no good. This place has been completely cleaned out."

Kenny, who had been checking the furniture until the end, reported to Gerald.

"This is strange…"

Gerald seemed to have the same question that Ritz had just had.

"What do you think, Ritz?"

At Gerald's request for advice, Ritz shrugged.

"I don't know… For now, the upper floors, I guess."

It was a perfunctory answer, but neither Gerald, Altman, nor Kenny seemed to have any objections. Right now, there was no way to know the situation other than to investigate.

"Then the Military Police will go to the second floor. Inspectors, the captain and a few others will remain on the first floor and continue the investigation. There might be a basement or a hidden room."

"As you wish."

Kenny, who was being left behind, looked worriedly at Gerald and Ritz. But he knew that completing his own mission was important, so the option of following them didn't seem to exist.

It was decided that five inspectors, fifteen Military Police, and Gerald and Ritz—a total of twenty-two people—would go up to the second floor.

"Let's go, then."

As Gerald urged the Military Police on, Kenny could only call out to him.

"Be careful, Your Highness."

"I know. I won't do anything reckless."

The interior of the mansion was filthy. No, it would be more appropriate to say it was dilapidated. It seemed the man who bought it hadn't repaired the interior.

Looking at the old, peeling paint and exposed stone walls, it was hard to believe anyone had lived here. He seemed to remember hearing at the meeting that a construction crew had been in, but he had no idea what they had touched.

Perhaps no one had lived in this mansion since it was bought by the low-ranking noble? If it was just used for storage, its dilapidated state would make sense.

There was a staircase leading up in the east corner of the mansion. It was a wide wooden staircase that three large men could walk up side by side. It was warped, but not so much that the treads would break.

As the large group ascended the creaking stairs, the sound of the wooden steps echoed like a high-pitched, drawn-out scream.

"Something's not right…"

Ritz, who was walking at the front alongside Altman, muttered softly.

"What's not right?"

Altman, next to him, asked. Ritz continued, his eyes fixed ahead.

"Even if they haven't worked on it, if people were frequently going up and down to the upper floors, wouldn't the stairs be quieter? I was just thinking how much they're creaking."

Wooden stairs warp and creak. Even after many years, if numerous people were going up and down every day, the creaking should change a little. A house falls into disrepair when no one lives in it… that's the law of nature.

"Yes, I was thinking the same."

Altman, with his extensive field experience, nodded. There was a possibility that the upper two floors of this mansion had not been used… Ritz's thought became a reality when they reached the second floor.

"So much dust. Is anyone here?"

Altman muttered, looking at the corridor. Dust was piled high at both ends of the hallway.

"But there are tracks, so someone must have been here."

Altman and Ritz, who were talking without lowering their voices, suddenly fell silent.

"What is it?"

Gerald, who had come up right behind them, asked, but he quickly fell silent as he noticed the cause of their silence. The handle of a door facing the corridor was making a soft clicking sound.

Tension rose again. The Military Police who had come up to the second floor all raised their swords and shields once more.

In the silent corridor, only the sound of a handle turning could be heard. From the sound alone, it seemed that whoever was inside the door was having trouble opening it.

"Here they come!"

In Ritz's eyes, who had spoken briefly, a single door slowly opened.

"Ugh… What is that…"

What was there was human… or more accurately, it might be correct to say it was a being that was formerly human.

"…What… What is this…"

The muscles all over its body were abnormally swollen, making its entire body look like a lumpy rock. The muscle swelling was not limited to its body; the muscles pressing on its face had caused its eyeballs to bulge out.

Its appearance resembled that of a monster called a troll, said to exist in the land of darkness. Its bulging eyes glared at the Military Police. For a moment, they flinched, and its eyes remained fixed on them, unmoving.

The monster suddenly shed a tear. As if asking for help, it reached out its arm toward Altman and groaned with a guttural, unpleasant sound.

"Sq…uad… Lea…der…"

As Altman stood there, eyes wide, unable to even speak, the monster reached out its arm further.

"Squad… Lead…er…"

"You're… Turner?"

The monster seemed to smile for a moment. But the next instant, it clutched its head and let out a pained groan.

"Aaaarrrrggghhh!"

"Turner, what happened?! Answer me, Turner!"

"Stop it, Altman! It's no use anymore!"

Ritz held back Altman, who was about to run forward. Unable to break free from Ritz's powerful grip, Altman groaned.

"Let go, Ritz-kun, let me go! That's my subordinate!"

He had known from Altman's tone. But the words that actually came out of his mouth were heavy.

The monster that Altman had called Turner writhed on the floor, groaning. The blood vessels running over its muscles twitched like living things, clearly visible even from a distance.

"You're a professional, you should know! It's no use anymore!"

"But!"

"Just get back!"

Turner, who had turned into a monster, continued to scream while rolling on the floor.

"Damn… How could this happen?!"

His fists trembling with anger, Altman slowly backed away, still clinging to a faint hope that he could be saved.

"…He's the subordinate I was using for reconnaissance. Until two days ago, nothing was wrong…"

Two days ago… So the enemy had made their move in line with this investigation. Something was wrong…

Just as Ritz thought that, the other doors opened.

"Here they come…"

Ritz took a few steps back without taking his eyes off the doors. Just like Turner before, a being that had turned into a monster appeared, taking slow, deliberate steps.

In the monster's hand, something like a tattered cloth was hanging. The monster's breathing and the screams of the man who was once Turner were the only sounds.

If this was a dream, please wake up, everyone wished. But the moment they realized what the tattered cloth in the monster's hand was, that faint hope vanished.

…It was… a human corpse.

"That body is Barry… then could this be…"

The monster slowly, step by step, approached Altman. Not a shred of reason remained in its eyes.

"Denzel… Is that you, Denzel?"

The monster threw a twisted smile with its wide eyes at Altman, who had screamed as if wringing out the words. It was not the face of someone happy to see an acquaintance.

"Altman! Get back!"

It was the joy of a beast licking its lips at the sight of prey. Realizing this, Ritz drew his sword and pulled Altman back.

"What are you doing?!"

In that instant, the monster slammed the corpse onto the spot where Altman had been standing. The force was so great that the body bounced violently.

"Barry!"

He called his subordinate's name, but he no longer showed any reaction. Altman, still on the floor, screamed.

"Denzel! It's me, don't you recognize me?!"

Ritz raised his greatsword and stood in front of the monster. Denzel, who had turned into a monster, let out a roar.

"Woooooaaaaahhhhh!"

In his joy at finding an enemy, his bulging eyes gleamed eerily.

"Wait, please!"

Altman must have known, too, that it was no use. It was understandable that he couldn't give up, but there was nothing more to be done. Ritz kept his eyes on the monster, slowly closing the distance, and yelled at Altman behind him.

"You know, don't you?! There's nothing we can do!"

"I know! But how can I give up?! He's my… my subordinate!"

His voice trembled with sorrow and anger. Until two days ago, everything was supposed to have been fine. It was only natural that his emotions couldn't keep up with this sudden situation, especially seeing his trusted subordinate in that state.

But he had to calm down. The top priority now was to escape from here safely.

It was Gerald who gently placed a hand on the shoulder of the confused Altman.

"Altman."

He had only called his name, but at that call, filled with deep sorrow and pity, Altman's face contorted, and he fell silent. After closing his eyes tightly for a moment, he looked up. There was no longer confusion in his eyes, only a strong sorrow.

"…My apologies, Your Highness. I lost my composure."

Altman drew his sword. At the determination in his tragic eyes, Ritz couldn't find any words to say. Gerald, too, furrowed his brow with an expression as if enduring pain and fell silent.

After quietly looking around at the corpse of his subordinate lying at his feet, the writhing figure of another, and the form of his former subordinate watching them, he took a deep breath.

"As a final offering, we, the Military Police, his comrades, will send him off."

Altman slowly turned to face the Military Police. The pale-faced soldiers, like Altman, drew their swords with eyes full of sorrow.

The tragic determination towards a comrade made his chest ache.

In the midst of it all, Turner, who had collapsed on the floor and been screaming, slowly got up. The last shred of reason he had before was already gone.

"…Turner, too, is probably a lost cause…"

As if signaled by Altman's sorrowful words, the Military Police slowly advanced. Gerald and the four inspectors were left behind.

"Ritz-kun, you too, step back. Please leave this to us, the Military Police…"

"Yeah… I'll leave it to you."

Ritz stepped back without taking his eyes off the monster in front. Altman and the Military Police advanced, swords at the ready.

He must have been an excellent subordinate once. The monster swayed unsteadily as it gradually approached them. Bloodshot eyes, abnormally swollen muscles, and a half-open mouth…

How great must be the sorrow of those who had to bury their own comrade.

"Barry, Turner, Denzel… you have served well until now. You were true warriors who loved this kingdom, swore allegiance to the King, and faithfully carried out the duties assigned to you."

Sword at the ready, Altman addressed the monster that had been his subordinate. Behind him, Gerald closed his eyes as if he couldn't bear it. It was the first time Gerald had come face to face with the resolve of those loyal men who died to protect the kingdom.

The one who bears all these feelings… is the King.

"We will never forget you. May glory be upon you as you are summoned to the side of the Goddess…"

Altman prayed, and after a brief silence, he issued a command to all the Military Police.

"Charge!"

A life-and-death struggle between the Military Police and the monstrous figure began. There were only two monsters, and fifteen Military Police. But the monster's strength was far greater than imagined.

They, who wielded swords and protected themselves with shields, were being overwhelmed by the unarmed monster.

The monster's body had been trained as a soldier to begin with. Now, it had been strengthened dozens of times over, giving it terrifying power. With a roar, the monster leaped at the Military Police. Its speed was not that of a normal person.

"Oooooooohhhhh…"

The voice leaking from the monster's mouth was low and overwhelmed the Military Police. Altman's rugged and straightforward swordplay could wound the opponent, but it couldn't make them flinch. It seemed they had no fear.

The monster's fingers, angled sharply and quickly, dug into a soldier's body, causing blood to spurt out.

"Don't be afraid!"

At the sound of Altman's voice, who was fighting at the forefront and getting wounded, the squad members squeezed out their strength and fought a desperate battle…

Between the battlefield where the monsters and the Military Police fought, and the group who were forced to wait with gritted teeth, Ritz stood with his sword at the ready.

He wanted to help, but he knew full well that neither Altman nor the Military Police members wanted that, so there was nothing he could do.

"Ritz…"

It was the same for Gerald. Gerald, who was standing there as if protected by the inspectors and Ritz, shook his head while pressing one hand to his forehead.

"What should I do? Can I do nothing?"

Gerald was a kind man. He was blaming himself for not being able to do anything.

"Wait for now. All we can do is wait."

Ritz suppressed his own emotions and calmly stated this. But Gerald shook his head, denying Ritz's words.

"But those are soldiers of the Military Police. Is it right to let them fight such a… such a painful battle?"

"…It's what the Military Police wanted. We're not allowed to interfere."

"That's…"

Just then, one of the inspectors suddenly looked back.

"What is it?"

As the inspector was about to answer Ritz's question, a barrel was thrown down on the spot.

"Above!"

There was a monster on the stairs… It felt smaller and had less muscle and killing intent than the monsters the Military Police were fighting, but it certainly had the same muscle swelling and bulging eyes. If it wasn't related to the Military Police, was this someone from the drug organization?

"Gagagagagagag…"

Foaming at the mouth, the monster rushed down the stairs.

"Be careful!"

Almost simultaneously with Ritz's voice, the inspector who was bringing up the rear entered a state of combat. From the top of the stairs, the monster's roar could be heard.

"There's more than one?!"

Ritz rushed back to the stairs.

"Gerald, be careful!"

Another one fell from above, just like the barrel. The monster, which fell with a tremendous crash, felt no pain and immediately got up, pouncing on the inspector who was there.

The engaged inspector was fighting the monster with a partner. But this monster was far weaker than the one the Military Police were facing.

Realizing this, Ritz faced the monster blocking the stairs one-on-one. Maybe, if they fought in a narrow space, he could manage somehow.

The monster seemed to be dominated by destructive impulses and hallucinations. It found Ritz and its twisted mouth broke into a grin. The monster's hands, swung with all its might, damaged the stairs, and wood splinters flew.

Ritz remembered what he had heard at the previous meeting about the effects of using the drug.

The Inspector General had said that the drug had hallucinogenic and muscle-enhancing effects. One would suddenly feel incredibly strong, see everything before them as foolishly small, and be unable to suppress their destructive impulses…

Was this the situation right now?

No, but this addict wasn't normal. Something was wrong. In the stories he had heard, they could be interrogated once the drug wore off, couldn't they? But with that Military Police officer and this man, it was absolutely impossible.

They were different from the drug addicts so far…

Today, all his senses were out of whack.

"Gagagagagaga…"

The monster said again, drooling. How did Ritz look in this monster's eyes?

"I'm not food, you know."

Ritz grimaced at the dripping drool and muttered as he raised his greatsword.

"Ugaaaaaaah!"

Screaming, the monster rushed down the stairs. Its speed was less like running down and more like smoothly sliding down.

"This guy!"

He tried to split its body with his greatsword, but the monster was a fraction of a second faster. The sword was stopped firmly by the monster's two hands.

The small nails, barely visible between the fingers buried in muscle, scraped against the greatsword, creating a high-pitched friction sound.

It was heavy, unbelievably so for bare hands… The monster's face, now close before him, glared at Ritz.

"You bastard!"

He delivered a powerful kick to its wide-open stomach, and the monster momentarily moved away from Ritz. It rubbed its stomach quizzically.

"So it has no sense of feeling…"

The spot the monster touched with its hand was smeared with blood. Ritz wasn't injured, and there shouldn't be a wound on the monster's stomach. The monster paid no mind to the blood and stretched both its arms toward Ritz. Seeing its open palms, Ritz felt a chill.

Several fingers were missing.

They must have fallen off when it caught the sword with both hands just now. Yet this monster didn't even feel pain.

"What kind of drug is this?"

The monster gave a twisted grin to Ritz, who was raising his greatsword.

If the monster was fast, he had to strike first. Besides, the monster didn't seem to be aware of this sword, so maybe…

Ritz charged straight at the monster. He held the greatsword in a reverse grip, pointing the blade straight at the monster. The moment the monster came at him, he braced himself with both feet to prepare for the impact and put strength into his hands.

"Ugaaaaaah!"

A tremendous weight fell on the greatsword.

"Guh!"

Unable to bear it, he let go of the greatsword and jumped to the side. The monster, with its momentum, tumbled down the stairs.

With the greatsword still deeply embedded in its stomach…

"Did I get it?"

Panting, Ritz looked down the stairs. The monster was caught on the landing leading to the first floor, writhing. The blood flowing from its stomach was a dark black.

Was this monster no longer human…?

He grimaced involuntarily. What a terrible thing to do…

"Are you all right, Ritz?"

Gerald, who had been swinging his sword alongside the inspectors, asked Ritz. He had apparently been fighting hard, but it seemed the inspectors had told him to stay back. His face looked apologetic for his lack of combat experience being exposed like this.

With a little more breathing room, Ritz gave Gerald a light shrug.

"Yeah, somehow."

Ritz, who had kept his eyes on the monster, widened them at the unexpected event that unfolded before him.

The monster, which he thought couldn't move, was slowly starting to raise its body as if waking from a dream.

Ritz's greatsword, about 150 centimeters long, was stuck in its stomach. Impaled and skewered, the monster got up.

On its twisted face, a horrifying, spectacular smile appeared…

"You've got to be kidding me…"

Ignoring the stunned Ritz, the monster casually pulled out the sword stuck in its stomach as if it were a thorn in its finger. It threw the ten-kilogram greatsword at Ritz and the others as if it were a small branch. The sword easily stuck into the stairs.

And the monster charged, not even giving Ritz the time to pull out his sword. He couldn't dodge now. Gerald was next to him!

"Damn it!"

He instinctively pushed Gerald, who was next to him, away. The recoil left him standing right in front of the monster.

I can't dodge.

He felt a strong impact on his body, and the next moment his vision flipped. He had been sent flying. He was slammed against the stairs, and his breath stopped for a moment.

"Ritz!"

At the sound of Gerald's shout, Ritz remembered his mission and summoned all his strength to try and stand up. He had said he would die in Gerald's place, but he couldn't die with Gerald.

He had to get Gerald back to the capital alive.

The monster wasn't about to let Ritz go. It let out a cry of joy at its slowed prey and grabbed the still-fallen Ritz.

The crushing force squeezed him, and Ritz struggled desperately, but it had no effect on the monster that felt no pain. His breathing became ragged, and an unpleasant sound started in the back of his ears.

But the next moment he was slammed to the floor again. He was no longer being choked, but instead, there was an unpleasant sound from around his chest.

*My ribs are broken,* Ritz thought, as if it were someone else's problem. It infuriated him that he could be so calm even in this situation. The taste of iron slowly spread in his mouth.

His body was lifted again, dragging.

For a moment, the faces of his wards he had left in the capital flashed in his mind. If he was slammed down again, even he, as sturdy as he was, might be in danger.

Was there any chance to counterattack… Just as he thought that, the monster let go of Ritz. He fell to the floor with a thud. He managed to break his fall somehow.

The monster let out a roar of joy. It had found another target.

In front of the monster stood Gerald, sword at the ready, glaring straight at it.

"Idiot… Run! Guh…"

His broken ribs hurt, and he couldn't shout. Gerald alone couldn't do it. The message must have gotten through, but Gerald didn't look at Ritz and said quietly.

"If I don't fight when I should, I might save my own life. But I myself could not forgive that…"

Before Gerald finished speaking, the monster leaped at its new prey. The blood flowing from its stomach had certainly slowed the monster's movements, but it was still a formidable opponent.

Ritz finally stood up, clutching his chest, and stood in front of his own greatsword, which was stuck in the floor. He spat out the blood that had collected in his mouth and, with all his might, pulled out the greatsword.

"Ugh…"

A numbing pain shot through his entire body. Sweat broke out from the pain. It might be more than one or two broken ribs. But now was not the time to be thinking about that.

Looking from behind, the monster's back had a hole opened by Ritz's greatsword, from which dark blood continued to flow.

It had no sense of pain. So no matter how much you wounded it, it would probably keep fighting until all the blood in its body was gone.

If that was the case, there was only one way to dispose of this monster.

Ritz slowly closed the distance, trying not to be noticed by the monster. Gerald was, as expected, being pushed back. He must have been caught by its claws, as blood was flowing from his side.

Gerald was out of luck, his first real battle being not with a human… but a monster.

As Gerald summoned his strength to strike the monster again after accurately aiming for his target, Ritz yelled.

"Gerald! Get out of the way!"

With all his might, Ritz swung his greatsword. The monster's head flew from its body with the momentum of the greatsword, slammed against the wall, and was crushed with a squishing sound.

From its bulging eyes, the last trace of life, like madness, eventually faded.

"Got it…"

Ritz used his greatsword like a cane, leaning on the floor, and muttered with ragged breaths.

The monster's body, having lost its head which controlled its movements, fell slowly to the floor like a collapsing stone statue, without any reaction, while spouting black blood like a fountain.

As expected, no matter how much you strengthened its muscles, once it lost its head, it was helpless.

"The head! Aim for the head!"

Clutching his aching ribs, Ritz yelled at the inspectors who were still engaged with the enemy.

"The head!"

His voice seemed to have reached the Military Police as well. The battle, which had been at a stalemate, began to move towards a conclusion again. The blood spouting from the monster mercilessly stained the corridor, walls, and ceiling black. In a flash, the dusty, old mansion corridor was stained as if polished with dark blood and gleamed wetly.

When everyone had a moment to catch their breath, five bodies of humans who had turned into monsters were lying on the floor.

All of them were headless.

"Is everyone in the Military Police safe?"

Gerald asked Altman while stopping the bleeding from his wound with a cloth.

"…One was killed. We have three seriously injured."

"I see…"

Everyone was exhausted and spoke little. Ritz himself had been silent for a while. There was sorrow, regret, and also the fact that talking was painful because of his broken ribs.

But more than that, he was feeling another strange sense of unease.

There shouldn't have been much traffic on the second floor. So why were there such monsters here?

Why did the monsters stay in this room without coming out, and only came out after Ritz and the others arrived…?

…It was all a mystery.

"How many are unharmed?"

Those who had been sitting around in a daze or standing there finally remembered their mission and looked at Gerald. With a pained expression, Altman answered.

"Everyone has some kind of injury, but other than the four I mentioned, everyone can move."

It was the same for the inspectors.

"Then the inspectors will search the second floor, and Altman and the Military Police will search the third floor. There might still be others like these… pitiful ones."

Gerald ordered in a dejected voice. Everyone knew that there was no point in just standing around here.

"The seriously injured, me, and Ritz will stay here. Ritz is also seriously injured."

With Gerald's words, everyone learned for the first time that Ritz was seriously injured.

"Are you all right? Ritz-kun."

Altman asked, suppressing his sorrow and forcing a faint smile.

"Yeah. But I want to rest soon. This is tough."

Ritz looked at everyone with a faint smile on his face, his words a mix of a sigh and a wry chuckle. A faint joy of having survived also appeared on their faces.

"I'm counting on you for the patrol."

With Ritz's words, the search by the Inspectorate and the Military Police began again.
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			The remaining Ritz stretched slightly and groaned. It had been a really long time since he had been this badly injured.

"We've had a casualty…"

Gerald muttered in a low voice to Ritz, who was sitting next to him. In this rather large room, there were now three seriously injured people, Gerald, Ritz, and four corpses.

Those who had lost their lives in the previous battle, those who had turned into monsters and were struck down by their comrades, and those who had been found dead from the start… It was sad that they were all from the Military Police. Gerald, unable to find the words to say to Altman who never mentioned it, looked like he didn't know what to say.

After the Military Police and inspectors worked together to carry in the bodies and treat the injured, they returned to their search. The injured were laid on the floor, treated with medicinal herbs brought by the Military Police.

Unfortunately, there was no effective treatment for Ritz's broken bones, so he could only sit and lean against the wall.

About an hour later, everyone except those standing guard outside the door gathered in this room on the second floor. Kenny, who had come up to the second floor after finishing his search of the first, was at a loss for words when he saw the state of the corridor for the first time.

Even without knowing the details, it was obvious at a glance that something horrific had happened there. The look of relief on his face when he confirmed Gerald and Ritz's figures beyond the door was more exhausted than any he had ever seen before.

First, the Military Police in charge of the second and third floors gave their report. The shock and anger of the inspectors in charge of the first floor when they heard about the monsters was considerable.

"How cruel… Is such a thing permissible…"

Kenny groaned, his voice trembling, and slammed his fist on the floor. He must have been thinking how great the sorrow would be if it had been his own subordinate.

Kenny looked up at the great man who had made the decision to send off the monster that had been his subordinate with his own hands.

"I can't find the words to say, Lieutenant Altman… But I respect your courageous decision and conviction."

"…Thank you."

With those short words, Altman offered a faint smile. First, complete the mission, then mourn the deaths of his comrades to the fullest. He knew that was all he could do now… It was, after all, the conviction of a man who lived on the front lines.

However, the results of the search were not good. In conclusion, there was nothing on the second and third floors.

The rooms where the people who had turned into monsters were thought to have been were clean, and it was strange that they seemed to have been cleaned in order to confine them.

Another strange thing was that food and drinks had been placed in all the rooms. All but one had been eaten.

Since it was cold, it was unlikely they had been eating until just now. The one untouched meal was in the room where the deceased Barry and the monstrous Denzel had been together.

From this situation, Altman reported his inference to Gerald.

"It is believed that the drug was mixed into the food."

Barry hadn't touched the food, and Denzel had. That was where their paths diverged.

…Into the killer and the killed…

"But that's strange, isn't it…"

Ritz muttered in a low voice. A loud voice would hurt his ribs.

"What's strange?"

Gerald, who was next to him and had heard Ritz's low voice, asked.

"It's been bothering me. This drug."

"The drug?"

He shifted a few times, searching for an angle that would allow air to flow easily into his lungs. The current angle had become a bit painful. Finally finding a comfortable angle, Ritz took a breath and then started talking.

"Hey, does anyone have the actual drug? I haven't seen it once."

As Ritz said this while sitting, Altman approached and took out a small bottle from a leather pouch attached to his waist.

Ritz took it and casually opened the bottle. A soft, sweet fragrance tickled his nostrils. It smelled like perfume. This must be the scent of the Moonlight Cherry Blossom he had heard about at the meeting. He tilted the bottle and took out its contents. It was a small, pale yellow tablet.

"I see, so this is it… It looks like a sweet."

Ritz held the tablet, which looked like a sugar candy for children, between his index finger and thumb and showed it to everyone.

"This drug was sold at the port as a fatigue recovery agent. Taking it causes hallucinogenic and muscle-enhancing effects, and there have been many cases of assault… This is the information we've been given."

As Ritz suddenly started talking about the basic information, everyone fell silent, not understanding what he was getting at, and waited for his next words.

"But once the drug wore off, they were able to respond to the Military Police's interrogation, right? That would be impossible for those monsters from before."

The monsters' blood had even discolored. There was no possibility of them returning to normal after the effects wore off, as he had heard. As the group pondered, Ritz continued, as if talking to himself.

"If ingesting a large amount of the drug turns you into that monster, it would be difficult to mix it into food. They would definitely notice a tablet, right? And yet, the Military Police, who should be professionals, consumed it…"

Ritz paused and looked at Altman, who was stroking his beard and thinking. As Altman looked up, noticing his gaze, Ritz asked quietly.

"Why, Altman? Were the three who died the type to not notice something like that?"

Altman shook his head powerlessly. He didn't know either.

"Absolutely not. The informants are first-rate. And that distinctive scent. Even the slightest hint, they would have smelled it. Let alone a large amount, there's no way they, who are familiar with it, would have consumed it."

"Right. If that's the case, weren't we being led to think in the wrong direction?"

…By someone who had access to the information.

Ritz played with the drug in his palm. The yellow grain, rolling around, didn't seem like a terrifying thing at first glance. But it contained a fearsome ingredient that created that monster.

A sigh escaped him at his own thought. The possibility that the informant was inside the military had grown.

Someone who knew the date and situation of this operation in advance, and could erase the evidence… He didn't want to think about it, but the mole was either within the Military Police or the Inspectorate.

Ritz didn't voice this thought. If everyone were to fall into mutual suspicion now, it would mean the complete failure of the operation.

But surely, even without saying it, everyone had noticed.

"What do you think the wrong direction is?"

Gerald prompted the silent Ritz.

"For example… maybe the drug doesn't actually have a scent."

He returned the drug to the bottle and capped it. The strong floral scent vanished, leaving only a lingering aroma.

"…Tasteless and odorless, is it?"

Altman nodded slightly. If that were the case, they might not have noticed if the drug had been mixed into food they thought was safe because it had no scent. Shaking the bottle unconsciously, Ritz muttered to himself.

"Yes. And it might not be a solid either. There's a possibility that they deliberately made it in that form to add a scent or reduce its effects. From the beginning, their goal might have been to implant a false image of this drug in our minds."

He shook the bottle lightly, and the drug inside rolled around with a dry, clattering sound. In other words, the form it should have, the thing they should be looking for, might be the exact opposite of this drug.

"We've been looking for something in a familiar form, based on the information we had. But what if that's not the case?"

As he put his thoughts into words, his mind gradually became organized. Yes, if that drug was, as he thought, a tasteless and odorless liquid…

"Ritz-san, maybe…"

Kenny, seeming to have realized it too, looked at Ritz with a start.

"That's right. The drug was probably made here. Not brought in from abroad to the port. We thought it was imported. We were looking for it based on that scent, so we couldn't crack down on it in the port area, and the Military Police assumed they had a secret warehouse somewhere and were trying to find its source. Right?"

"That's right. We were investigating this place thinking it was the transaction point, but…"

"But it was different. This isn't a transaction point. But the informants were looking for it by scent, so they didn't notice."

By now, everyone had realized. Gerald looked back at Ritz with a face that said he finally understood.

"The drug was manufactured here, scented at the time of sale, and transported to the port district by land. To fake it as if it had come from overseas… Is that what you mean?"

"Yeah. It's just my theory, though."

Altman groaned once and then fell silent. If there was a drug manufacturing facility here, it was easy to imagine what had changed the form of his subordinates.

There must have been the raw liquid or raw materials for that drug here. It was dozens of times more powerful than that drug, and a terrifying thing that, once ingested, you could never return from…

"Then let's hear from the inspectors. Did anything happen?"

Gerald broke the situation that seemed like it would freeze in time. Come to think of it, they hadn't heard Kenny's report yet.

"…We found what appears to be a basement, Your Highness."

"What?"

Altman stood up.

"Why didn't you report something so important sooner?!"

Kenny, who was yelled at, glared back at Altman while still sitting.

"We found a basement, but we can't get in, Lieutenant. It was impossible with the four of us."

Altman stared at Kenny with an expression that said, "So what?"

"Even so, if you had reported it sooner, we could have quickly entered and seized the evidence."

Kenny, who seemed to have been annoyed by the overly forceful method proposed, also stood up.

"There is no legitimate reason to prioritize something that is not yet certain. Investigation and reporting take precedence over everything else."

"…I'm amazed at the logic-first thinking of the inspectors. What a carefree attitude…"

Just when it seemed they were about to achieve some coordination, it was Gerald who stepped in between the two who were about to clash again.

"Both of you, calm down."

He chuckled wryly, stood up, and spoke to the two. The bleeding from his side seemed to have stopped.

"With many injured and our strength diminished, are you going to bicker again?"

"But…"

"However…"

As the two looked down resentfully, Gerald continued with a sigh.

"I am asking you to do something even a child can do. Listen well, I will not say it again."

"Sir!"

With a tone of unprecedented authority and a manner of speaking similar to the current King, Gerald silenced the two and then, smiling brightly, commanded them.

"Get along."

Kenny and Altman, stunned by Gerald's words, stared blankly for a moment, then looked at each other and their expressions softened.

"…As you wish, Your Highness."

After observing the two, Gerald nodded.

"Yes, that's right."

Ritz, who had been watching without saying a word, let the corners of his mouth turn up. His method of resolution was completely different from Edward's. He would probably have talked them into submission with various examples and then governed them by command.

But Gerald had settled their quarrel with a single gentle word. Edward had the makings of a lord to be followed, but Gerald might have the talent to make his subordinates want to walk with him.

In his heart, he spoke to Edward. *There's no need to worry at all. This guy can stand at the top in his own way. His way is just different from yours.*

"Now then, let's investigate the basement. We'll consider this room secure and use it as a temporary aid station. Let's see, please leave three from the Military Police for guard and nursing duties."

Gerald decided on the deployment while thinking.

"What about you, Ritz? If your ribs are broken, shouldn't you rest?"

To the concerned Gerald, Ritz showed a fearless smile and stood up.

To be honest, the pain in his ribs was quite severe. But for Ritz, who had been injured countless times, it wasn't a serious injury. He could hide this pain from them.

Besides, if he rested here, he wouldn't be able to fulfill the duty entrusted to him by Edward and Shasta.

"A broken rib or two is nothing. This is normal on the battlefield."

Shouldering his greatsword, Ritz gave a cheerful smile to the injured joint investigation team and Gerald.

"Come on, let's go."

An hour and a half after storming the mansion. It was already ten o'clock.

The entrance was in a corner of the floor of what was once probably a party room, right after entering the front door. The entrance to the basement, hidden by a carpet, was sealed with a heavy iron plate.

At a glance, it was completely unnoticeable, but if you walked on that spot, you could immediately tell from the difference in the sound of your footsteps. Although it was covered by a carpet, it was doubtful whether the enemy had any real intention of hiding it.

The iron screws that held the plate in place were brand new, indicating that it hadn't been closed until recently. It was probably more natural to think that their information had been leaked. The inspectors and Military Police worked together to remove the screws, and finally, the iron plate was moved.

The scent rising from the basement was a foul odor that hit the nose and a faint sweet smell. The strangely warm air, mixed with a very faint sweet scent, was the scent of flowers.

Ritz realized it was the same as the drug tablets. The Military Police, who had seen the real thing, must have noticed this scent too. But this scent was also incredibly faint compared to that single tablet. The strong foul odor was more overpowering.

Unconsciously touching his pocket, he felt the drug bottle he had borrowed from Altman. As he thought, this tablet must have been strongly scented after it was manufactured.

"…This wasn't on the floor plan."

Gerald, standing next to Ritz and peering into the dark basement, muttered softly.

"Yeah. The construction crew must have been brought in to make this."

If that was the case, it made sense that they hadn't touched the second and third floors.

"We didn't notice it during the reconnaissance because there was an informant…"

Ignoring Altman's small murmur, Ritz let out a small breath to release the pain and muttered to himself.

"Creepy place."

The others probably felt the same. This foul odor was abnormal. But there was no time to dawdle in a place like this. He saw that Kenny was holding a candlestick in his hand. There were two.

"It's probably dark inside, so we'll use these."

"You're well-prepared."

He meant it as a joke, but Kenny answered seriously.

"I found these in the dining room. Unfortunately, we were not prepared and didn't have a lamp with us."

"No, it's fine."

Ritz hurriedly corrected himself. Kenny was just too formal. Looking closely, the candlesticks were of the same shape and looked expensive. Were they displayed symmetrically on either side of the room?

It was once silver, but now it was tarnished black from oxidation, yet its craftsmanship was magnificent. It must have been left behind by the merchant who owned the mansion before the low-ranking noble.

Since they would be trapped if the door was closed, they left two inspectors as guards, and the joint investigation team descended the stairs to the basement. Kenny, holding one of the candlesticks, naturally took the lead. The other was given to Altman, who was at the rear. This should be bright enough for everyone to see their feet.

The stairs to this basement were narrower than the stairs leading to the second floor. Two people could barely pass, but then there was no room.

Ritz followed Kenny, then the inspectors, Gerald, and finally the Military Police and Altman. The stairs, with no end in sight, felt longer than expected.

All they could see was the light of the candlestick held by Kenny; nothing else was visible. Although their eyes gradually adjusted, this darkness was unsettling.

Just as the group was getting a little anxious about the stairs that continued into darkness, they heard Kenny's relieved voice.

"We're here."

A sigh of relief that they had arrived somewhere escaped them.

"Man, I thought it was endless."

The group laughed faintly at Ritz's joke. But they weren't completely relieved yet. Just like before, they had no idea what to expect.

Altman, holding the other candlestick, finally descended the stairs and stood next to Kenny, holding up the candlestick. Two were indeed brighter.

"…Within sight, there seems to be nothing?"

Gerald muttered softly. Indeed, there seemed to be nothing in the narrow area illuminated by the candlestick.

"But it's a hidden room. This can't be…"

Kenny cut himself off mid-sentence. Tension ran through everyone.

"What is it?"

As Ritz asked Kenny, who was staring straight ahead, Kenny held up the candlestick in the direction he had been looking.

Two eyes glinted in the darkness.

"Lieutenant Altman, please shine a light over here!"

Faster than Kenny's request, Altman had already turned his candlestick in that direction. The darkness faintly receded, revealing the gleaming eyes.

"Who's there?!"

The gleaming eyes answered Kenny's sharp question.

"Are you an enemy?"

It was a man's voice. Low and raspy, it had definitely asked that.

"What?"

Not understanding the question, Kenny asked back in confusion. But the voice did not answer his question and instead asked its own again.

"…Are you human?"

After a moment of silence, Altman, who was standing next to Kenny, answered.

"We are human."

"I see… Human…"

The air in the room stirred slightly.

"Then, you are the enemy…"

Simultaneously with the voice, the candlesticks were knocked out of Kenny's and Altman's hands.

"Damn it!"

"The light!"

Plunged into darkness, the Military Police and inspectors were gripped by fear. For a moment, everyone tried to run towards the exit. But Ritz yelled at the panicked group.

"Calm down! The first to panic is the first to die!"

An atmosphere of confusion still lingered, but the impulse to flee had vanished.

Raising his greatsword, Ritz sharpened his senses. To knock the candlesticks out of their hands from that distance in an instant was no ordinary speed.

"Protect Gerald and everyone fall back."

Enduring the pain in his ribs, Ritz commanded. Now, with an unknown opponent, was not the time to wait for Gerald's decision.

"Ritz, you're injured! I can't be the only one protected and run away!"

Gerald's voice was sharp.

"Just go!"

But Gerald didn't run. No, he couldn't run. The gleaming eyes turned to Gerald.

*This man, he can see everything…*

The moment everyone realized that, they froze. The gleaming eyes were fixed on Gerald. If they moved carelessly now, it would be dangerous.

"Gerald… I've heard that name before…"

The voice and the gleaming eyes muttered.

"I was told not to kill him… no… I was told to kill him."

The gleaming eyes darted violently from side to side. Was he shaking his head? The man seemed to be confused. But that didn't make him any less dangerous.

A single second felt incredibly long. The man was muttering something. His words gradually became clearer.

"Don't kill… Kill…"

The eyes fixed on Gerald and glinted. Ritz instinctively ran towards the eyes. The eyes had revealed the man's emotions.

Simultaneously, the man screamed and started running.

"Kill!"

"Run, Gerald!"

Ritz couldn't catch up to that speed. He couldn't see if Gerald had been able to respond to his shout. But what he heard was Gerald's groan.

"Gerald! Damn it!"

The man's voice overlapped with Ritz's scream.

"You human! Now you know!"

Ritz swung his sword down towards the source of the voice. But the man pulled back a fraction of a second faster. Too fast…

"Altman, Kenny, report the situation! What happened to Gerald?!"

Ritz yelled at the two, his sword still at the ready. But it was Gerald who answered.

"I'm… alive."

The tension inside Ritz eased all at once.

"You're alive? Don't scare me like that, Gerald."

But Ritz noticed that Gerald's voice was filled with pain. He walked towards the sound of the voice and sat down next to Gerald, who was barely managing to sit up.

…The scent of blood. The wound was not shallow. He would need treatment as soon as possible.

"Altman, take Gerald with the Military Police and retreat."

"But Ritz-kun…"

"Go!"

The Military Police, pushed by Ritz's shout, started to move, but in the end, they couldn't carry out the order. The gleaming eyes stood in their way.

Somehow, it had circled around and was now far behind Ritz.

"You humans, I will never forgive you…"

The man, his eyes gleaming, slowly approached Gerald and Ritz. Raising his greatsword, Ritz stared into those eyes.

"…I will kill you. I will kill the humans…"

Muttering this over and over, the man advanced. Ritz suddenly felt a trace of reason in that voice.

This darkness, and his extraordinary athletic ability. He had thought he was a drug addict, but maybe not. For one, although he seemed confused, this person was speaking coherently.

This darkness, and this basement… Maybe they had both made a mistake.

If so, could he be persuaded?

Just as Ritz came to that conclusion, the man declared in a firm tone.

"I will kill them… and return to my homeland!"

With determination, the gleaming eyes once again fixed on Gerald.

"Wait! Are you misunderstanding something?"

Ritz shouted at the man just as he was about to pounce on Gerald. His ribs ached, but now was not the time for that.

"Misunderstanding?"

For a moment, his voice wavered in confusion.

"That's right."

After a moment of silence, the air moved. The next moment, Ritz was lifted up by the collar of his military uniform. His bones creaked, and his breathing became difficult. Grabbing the man's hand, Ritz barely managed to support his body to breathe.

Ritz was nearly two meters tall, but the man was even taller.

"What misunderstanding?! You humans are the ones who did this to me. All the humans who come to this basement are the same. All of them are my enemies!"

Being shaken, his broken ribs screamed in agony. But unable to do anything, Ritz endured.

"All humans are the same! All humans should just die!"

This man was lumping the joint investigation team together with the drug organization. It was partly due to his slight mental derangement, but he couldn't recognize the difference between his enemies and the people who were here now.

"Humans are…"

Under his labored breath, Ritz realized. He hated humans.

He hated the human race.

Suddenly, Ritz understood. This speed, and the glowing eyes in the darkness. Why hadn't he realized it until now…?

—This man was not human. Like Ritz, he was a being that was both human and not human.

A beastman from the special autonomous region of the neighboring country of Luciana.

"Don't keep repeating 'human, human'…"

Ritz spoke to the man in a raspy voice. It was getting quite difficult to breathe. The man's hand was still gripping his collar, lifting him up.

It was a gamble. If he couldn't escape this, he would die.

Ritz looked into the man's crimson, glowing eyes.

"Killing me… is a mistake…"

"What did you say…?"

For a moment, the man's grip loosened. Not missing the opportunity, Ritz kicked the man in the stomach with both feet.

"Ugh!"

As he groaned, Ritz escaped from the man's grasp. He collapsed to the floor, desperately taking in ragged breaths to get oxygen into his body. That was close.

The pain in his ribs made it difficult to breathe deeply, which was also painful. With his breathing still ragged, Ritz looked up and declared to the still-groaning beastman.

"I'm… not human!"

"Wha…"

The beastman was speechless. Ritz continued.

"I'm… of the Spirit Tribe. You're… a beastman, aren't you?"

His breathing hadn't quite returned, and his words were halting. The beastman let out a confused voice.

"The Spirit Tribe… the Clan of Light…? That's… impossible. Why would you side with humans? With humans who commit such demonic acts!"

It seemed that in this beastman's mind, the image of humans had become the worst it could be. As they stared at each other for a while, his breathing calmed down.

"We're different. We came to get rid of the humans who were doing evil here. There are all kinds of humans."

"Lies!"

Ritz placed a hand on the shoulder of the beastman, who couldn't hide his confusion. The beastman's body trembled. The beastmen were spirit users and revered the long-lived Clan of Light. He had no choice but to bet on the words he had heard when he went to Luciana long ago.

"Believe me, a member of the Clan of Light."

The beastman's shoulders slumped, all the strength gone from them.

"The Clan of Light is the clan closest to the Goddess we revere most… Then I have no choice but to obey."

The man muttered in a quiet voice, as if in prayer. Ritz, while feeling complicated about those words, was grateful that the man's hostility had vanished.

He had never thought that his own race, which he detested, would be useful here.

"Kenny, Altman, it's okay now. Find the candlesticks and light them."

"Yes, sir."

When all the lights in the basement were lit, it became surprisingly bright. The place they had been in was a large hall, just like the one above.

On both sides were several cells with iron bars. Inside, several corpses were lying, emitting a foul odor. The corpses were probably a few days old, but the temperature in this room seemed to have accelerated their decomposition.

There was no longer any doubt that something horrific had happened here. And it was clear that this man who had been locked up had had a blood-curdling experience.

And in the center was a huge device made of iron. From the powder and sticky substances stuck to it here and there, it was clear that this was a tool for creating solids from liquids.

There were also a large number of molds for medicine, perhaps for baking and hardening the drugs. The equipment was extensive enough to be called a small factory. This place was probably a basement prison that served as both an experimental and manufacturing site.

It seemed that the prisoners had been forced to make drugs, knowing that they would be killed.

Other than Gerald, who had been taken to the second floor for treatment, and the few inspectors who went with him, everyone remained here to investigate the cells. In the meantime, Ritz, Altman, and Kenny decided to listen to the beastman's story.

The beastman introduced himself as Lef. He said he had been brought here from a neighboring country and immediately imprisoned.

"This is a terrifying place. All the humans who were brought here turned into horrifying monsters…"

Lef trembled as he said this. Piecing together his halting story, it was like this:

There were several large jars placed here. The jars were filled with a beautiful golden liquid. The liquid was mixed with something by the men, made into tablets using the tools placed there, and carried out every day.

As expected, he had not smelled the strong scent of the Moonlight Cherry Blossom here. The scent seemed to have been added after it left here and before it was sold.

But at some point, that changed. The work of making and carrying out the tablets was still being done, but it had decreased compared to before. Instead, men with ill-looking eyes started coming here.

Ritz and the others understood. Those men were likely the thugs who had been casually recruited in the slums around that time. They had been lured by sweet honey and used as guinea pigs here.

"All the men are made to drink that golden liquid. Then, after a while, they all turn into monsters."

Lef had been here the whole time. Every day, he was made to drink small amounts of the drug.

"No matter how much I drank, I never turned into a monster. I saw hallucinations sometimes, but that was it. The drug doesn't work on us beastmen."

The beastmen had strong bodies and powerful self-healing abilities. Their bodies probably broke down the drug.

"But one day, a kind man told me, 'It's better to pretend the drug is working.' He said if I didn't, they would keep making me drink more and more, and even a beastman wouldn't be able to take it. Right after that, he turned into a monster too."

Lef did as he was told and pretended the drug was working. In other words, he had seen hell here.

"After making me drink the drug, those demonic men would tell me to hate humans, to kill humans. I heard the name Gerald there too. They said if I killed him, I would be at ease."

The same words repeated every day, and the daily hallucinations caused by the not-so-effective drug… That was what had thrown him into confusion.

Altman, who had been listening to the story, sighed.

"What a terrible story, how cruel… Lef, you have suffered greatly."

Lef, who had believed that all humans were his enemies, was confused by Altman's words, which were filled with sympathy and sorrow.

"That's right. We inspectors will never forgive the culprits of such an incident."

Lef seemed to have a strange feeling towards Kenny as well, who was trembling with anger in sympathy with Lef's plight.

At this point, Lef began to talk to others besides Ritz as he was asked questions. Beastmen were originally the most simple and honest of the demi-human races. That was why they were often seen working as laborers in the neighboring country.

What they finally understood was that the golden liquid was the raw form of the drug, and ingesting it would cause that monsterization in a roughly fixed amount of time.

About an hour. That meant the Military Police officers who had been turned into monsters had been given their meals calculated so that they would transform an hour later. That would have been around seven o'clock, an hour before the raid.

But when the joint investigation team, who had finished searching all the cells, came to report, the raw form of the drug was gone. If it had been there until this morning, where could it have gone…?

That question was answered by Lef.

"This morning, the liquid was carried away, jars and all. They were usually dressed nicely, but this morning they were wearing surprisingly worn-out clothes, so it felt strange."

Something clicked in Ritz's head. Large jars, golden liquid, and worn-out clothes. A man's face suddenly came to mind. He had been staring intently at them, and then the man…

That's right, at that time, the man had laughed at Ritz. With a chilling smile, he had laughed… He had caught it in the corner of his eye, but he hadn't noticed until now.

—That honey seller was a high-ranking member of the drug organization. He had been heading towards the capital.

"They got us!"

"Huh? What's wrong?"

At Ritz's sudden shout, everyone looked up in surprise. His face must have changed color. Kenny, noticing this, looked at him with concern.

"It's Ed!"

"What?"

Ignoring everyone's confusion at him suddenly calling the King by his first name, Ritz ran his hands through his hair.

"Their target isn't Gerald, it's Ed! Damn it, I was careless!"

Ritz clutched his aching chest and headed for the stairs. He couldn't stay here.

"Ritz-san, where are you going?!"

In the midst of everyone's confusion at the sudden turn of events, Ritz yelled without looking back.

"I'm going back to the capital."

"What did you say?"

Ritz turned around with irritation.

"Don't you get it yet?! The honey seller we passed this morning is a high-ranking member of the drug organization. They had the raw liquid, didn't they?!"

Kenny and Altman gasped.

"Then… that raw drug…"

"That's right. If they mix it into the lunch of the Royal Guard and the Royal Household Guard, even Ed, who's skilled in martial arts, won't stand a chance. Shasta will be taken down even more easily than Ed."

Ritz ran up the stairs. There was no time to worry about the pain anymore. The situation was a race against time.

Leaving the bewildered guards behind, Ritz left the mansion. He took out his pocket watch.

Current time, eleven o'clock… There's no time, will I make it….
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			As he returned to the forest where the horses were tethered, cradling his chest, Kenny, who had finally caught up, called out to stop him. Gasping for breath, Kenny looked up at Ritz.

"Returning to the palace now is dangerous! Your Excellency is injured!"

"A wound like this is nothing."

Without even looking at Kenny, who was trying to stop him, Ritz answered brusquely and began to untie his horse. Kenny didn't back down.

"It's too dangerous! It's like going to your death. Please, reconsider! You are an important person to this country. We cannot afford to lose you!"

He could tell from his desperate words that they came from a place of trust and loyalty to Ritz. He understood, but Ritz had his own convictions.

"Kenny, don't you understand? I am a man this country needs only because Ed, Patty, and Shasta are here. If I were to lose them, I would be nothing more than a common mercenary."

"That's not true! His Highness the Crown Prince is here. You should remain here for His Highness Gerald's sake!"

Having untied his horse and saddled it, Ritz turned to face Kenny for the first time.

"…Are you telling me to abandon Ed?"

At Ritz's flat question, Kenny's face contorted as he nodded.

"…Yes."

"You're telling me to consider a future where only Gerald remains?"

"If you know you won't make it in time, then for the good of the country, you should stay with His Highness the Crown Prince and serve His Highness Gerald, who will become the next king."

Kenny's face was filled with anguish. He probably didn't want to say such things. It seemed he desperately wanted to make Ritz change his mind.

But unfortunately, he had no intention of staying here.

"I was just a collapsed Spirit Tribe member. The same as Lef is now. But I met Ed and became the man I am today. If that hadn't happened, I would never have been needed by this country."

At a loss for words, Kenny fell silent.

"Sorry, but what's important to me isn't the good of the country. It's my feelings. I… choose Ed over the country."

"That's…"

Leaving Kenny behind, Ritz mounted his horse. The slight movement made his ribs creak. Even breathing had become difficult. But there were things he had to say.

"Major Fort, as soon as the unit is ready, send the Military Police to the capital and have them prepare for an enemy attack. The inspectors are to search the basement, question Lef, and tend to the injured."

"Sir…!"

*Can I endure this on horseback?* As Ritz thought this, he remembered the small bottle that was still in his pocket. He gently took it out.

The bottle of narcotics…

He recalled them saying it had fatigue-relieving and pain-killing effects. Taking three tablets would definitely cause hallucinations… but with two, two-thirds of people wouldn't hallucinate or something…

Without hesitation, Ritz opened the bottle of narcotics and popped two tablets into his mouth. He couldn't fight with this pain. If the hallucinations didn't appear, he'd be fine.

"Your Excellency! What are you doing?!"

Kenny cried out at his sudden action, but Ritz just smiled, closed the bottle, and threw it. Kenny hurriedly caught it.

"It's fine. I'm good at betting, you know."

"That's…"

Ritz stared at the dumbfounded Kenny. As if overwhelmed, Kenny fell silent.

"Take care of Gerald. Make sure you get him back to the palace. I think he'll be fine, but he might still be a target, so don't let your guard down. If anything happens to Ed and Greig, he's all we have left."

"Your Excellency!"

"I'm counting on you, Kenny."

Ritz kicked the horse's flank. Like a gust of wind, the horse galloped towards the capital.

Left behind, Kenny groaned.

"What have you done?!"

Watching Ritz's figure shrink into the distance, Kenny clenched his fists. There was nothing he could do.

Just then, Altman came running up to Kenny. He had all his able-bodied subordinates with him. It seemed that after hearing Ritz's story, he had hurriedly gathered those who could move.

"What is it, Major Fort? What happened? Did Ritz-kun leave?"

"Yes, he has returned to the castle."

Altman seemed confused by Kenny's dejected voice, but he asked in the same tone.

"He's injured, isn't he?"

Kenny's voice trembled with anger at himself and confusion. Why, why couldn't he go with him? Why was the most important thing to follow his orders…?

He could never act as his friend. He was… Ritz was a Minister, and his superior officer.

"…I cannot stop him."

Kenny looked down and bit his lip. To fulfill his duty no matter the situation. He couldn't break the order because he knew that Ritz had entrusted it to him, believing in his ability to do so.

"How reckless… I don't fully understand the situation, but I will return to the royal castle as well."

Kenny grabbed the shoulder of Altman, who was leading his unit and ordering them to gather the horses. Altman flinched at the force.

"What is it, Major?"

"Lieutenant Altman, please… don't let Ritz-san die."

He had to entrust his feelings. He was sure he could entrust them to this man.

"Why are you so invested in that young man?"

He looked back at Altman, who had furrowed his brow, still confused.

"You're wrong. He's not a young man."

"What?"

"That man is essential to this country."

"Major?"

"He's careless with his life, so His Majesty asked me to never let him die, but I couldn't protect him."

"What, I don't understand. Please explain in detail."

Altman's hand gripped his shoulder tightly. Overwhelmed by regret, sorrow, and his own powerlessness, Kenny looked up and stared straight at Altman.

"As far as we know, there is only one person named Ritz in Sears. He is the Minister of this country, Ritz Alster himself."

At those words, Altman's mouth fell open as if he had run out of oxygen, and he asked again in disbelief.

"But he's so young, isn't he?"

"You heard the exchange earlier, didn't you? He is of the Spirit Tribe. He usually wears a disguise to hide his age."

"What in the world…"

At this newfound truth, Altman was at a loss for words. He must have realized anew that there was no way a commoner would casually call the King, the Prime Minister, and the Crown Prince by their first names.

"Please, Lieutenant. Don't let that man die. Protect him."

Kenny gripped Altman's shoulder as if pleading. Altman said nothing and just patted Kenny's shoulder. Then Altman pulled his horse closer and swiftly mounted its back.

"Major, tell my men to return to the castle with all haste as soon as they are ready. I will go on ahead."

"Lieutenant Altman…"

Altman smiled. There was no hesitation there. The mutual resentment they had held until now had all vanished in this moment.

"…I have taken a liking to that person named Ritz. If he is willing to risk his life to protect His Majesty, then I am willing to risk my life for him as well."

"I'm counting on you."

Kenny bowed his head, and Altman laughed.

"Aren't you the superior officer? You could just order me."

"Lieutenant…"

"But just as you want to help him as a friend, I want to grant the wish of my friend. I will protect His Excellency the Minister, even if it costs me my life. You, too, please take care of His Highness the Crown Prince."

Altman's round face held a smile filled with firm conviction as he spurred his horse.

Kenny prayed to Altman's retreating figure. *Please, please let the capital be safe.*

For now, he had his own duty to perform.

In the cold wind, Kenny turned on his heel.

"Do what you must… is it?"

He still had much to do back at that mansion.

Ritz was riding his horse at full speed. His ribs, which had been aching to the point of making him lose consciousness at first, now felt nothing.

His broken ribs were surely still injuring his body and pressing on his lungs as before, but he could barely feel it. The only indication that his condition was worsening was that his breathing was slightly difficult.

Looking at the scenery flowing past behind him, he could see it perfectly clearly. It seemed the hallucinations hadn't started yet.

Or would they start soon?

Ritz, who had been riding his horse slumped over in pain, slowly straightened his upper body without slowing the horse's pace. It didn't hurt at all. This drug certainly worked terrifyingly well. The men of the sea, whose bodies were their capital, must have found it very useful.

Without knowing that ingesting the raw liquid would turn them into monsters.

*…But I knew that and took it. Who's the one who's not right in the head?*

Ritz gave a wry smile at the contradiction in his own thinking. Good grief, it seems he might have done something truly reckless.

But Ritz had something he absolutely wanted to protect. It wasn't the people of this country, like Edward, nor was it the peace of this country.

Certainly, a country where one can live in peace is important and very necessary. But, knowing it was selfish, his comrades with whom he had fought were more important to him.

Edward, Shasta, Patricia… He had few old friends left. He didn't want to lose any more. Just a little longer, he wanted them to live just a little longer. For Ritz, their lives were synonymous with his own.

It was selfish, but that was his true feeling. If they were all to die, he would lose his reason to live. He had struggled to become strong for their sake, and failed. And still, he wanted to be with them.

If they knew, they would all be furious. That it wasn't something a high-ranking official of the country should think. Maybe even Anna and Franz would think so.

But now, as he spurred his horse towards the royal castle to rush to his old friends, he felt that was fine. Self-centered, selfish, that was fine.

He had become strong, serving no master but himself, so that he could achieve his own desires. That was why he had lived a wandering life until now.

He should be allowed to decide when his own life ends, at least.

Just as he was reaching this desperate state of mind, the faces of Anna and Franz suddenly came to mind.

His current companions, whom he had brought all this way and gotten involved in this incident. His wards, who trusted him completely and traveled with him.

Ritz shook his head, casting aside his previous thoughts. This was no time to be self-destructive. If he didn't do something about those kids, he would be too irresponsible.

Anyway, he had to focus on making it in time.

If the drug was to be mixed into food, it would have to be lunch. If so, if he could reach the royal castle before lunchtime and prevent it, things might end without incident. Then he could seize the drug, and it would contribute to the future progress of the investigation.

In his mind, he tried to steer his thoughts in a positive direction, but his efforts were in vain, and Ritz's imagination tilted towards the worst.

The blood-stained royal castle and the figure of Edward, torn apart by the Royal Guard who had turned into monsters after ingesting the raw drug, crossed his mind.

At his feet were the dismembered bodies of people, and among them were Patricia and Shasta…

Ritz shivered and shook off the thought.

"Please, please get there quickly. Please let me be in time."

Ritz spurred his horse on, muttering as if in a groan. He felt as if the horse was running faster in response to his emotions.

Just then, a certain question crossed Ritz's mind. Did Anna and Franz go home properly after seeing him off? They weren't still at the castle, were they?

After thinking that, a dark feeling swirled within Ritz. Come to think of it, those two had abnormally bad timing. If Ritz thought they wouldn't be there, they absolutely would be.

If they were there, they wouldn't stand a chance against that monster. And yet, those two would surely challenge it to a fight.

"You've got to be kidding me, hey…"

Ritz still had no way of knowing whether this guess was correct or not.

◇ ◇ ◇

Same day, ten-thirty.

The Royal Guard barracks within the royal castle were bustling.

They, who had their barracks closest to the royal family, were proud of their post.

The fortress that protects the King. That was who they were.

Currently, about one hundred Royal Guards were on duty. Their main job was, of course, to guard the royal family. This unit, which included a cavalry troop, could be said to be the star of the kingdom's army. Among the mostly dark brown uniforms of the kingdom's army, the dark blue uniforms they wore were the pride of the Royal Guards.

Unlike the Royal Household Guard in black uniforms, who were less than half their number, they couldn't follow the royal family all the way inside the palace, but security at the royal castle was their job.

The Royal Guard usually worked in three shifts. The busiest shift, with the most personnel, was the day shift, with about fifty men. Next was the evening to night shift, with about thirty men, and the late night to morning shift, with about twenty men.

Those on the day shift usually had an early lunch at eleven o'clock and would relieve the thirty men who had been on duty at twelve o'clock.

On that day, Whistler, a new Royal Guard recruit who still had a touch of youthfulness, was on the day shift. Upon reporting for duty, he was scheduled to have his meal at eleven o'clock. Shaking his sleep-deprived head, he headed to the Royal Guard's exclusive dining hall.

Today's lunch was a hamburger sandwich on rye bread, a root vegetable salad, and a tomato and vegetable soup. Whistler discovered something he disliked on the menu.

Tomatoes. He couldn't possibly eat something like tomato soup. But all meals were served on a tray as a set. There was no escape from the tomatoes.

Whistler received his tray of food. Around him, Royal Guards were gathering in small groups and starting their lunch. It wasn't uncommon for soldiers to come early and exercise before their shift.

That was why meals were available from ten-thirty to eleven-thirty, so they could eat whenever they liked.

He took an empty seat, and while looking around to see if he could pawn off his tomatoes on someone, a voice called out from behind him.

"Morning, Whistler."

Arden, a fellow recruit, came and sat next to him. He already had a tray of food in his hands.

"Hey, Arden. You like tomatoes?"

"Yeah, I do."

"Then you can have this."

He took the tomato soup from his tray and placed it on Arden's.

"Thanks."

The two started eating while chatting. The main topic was today's duties, but Whistler was feeling a little dissatisfied with his job and was complaining.

"I want to do a job that's more fulfilling, you know."

"What do you mean, fulfilling?"

"Like, a job that makes your blood boil."

He had heard that in the early days of King Edward's reign, the Royal Guard had had a very tough time. It was after the civil war, so there were people plotting assassinations.

But that was a long time ago. Nowadays, it was rare for the Royal Guard to be involved in a major brawl. Perhaps because of that, the Royal Guard, which was said to have had two hundred men at its peak, had now been reduced to half that number.

"Don't say such reckless things. What would you do if it really happened?"

His friend of the same age laughed jokingly.

"I know, Arden. If something like that really happened, what would I do?"

"You'd probably just run around in a panic and that would be the end of it."

"Hey, that's not cool."

Whistler took out his watch.

The time on his watch was eleven-thirty. He had taken too long to eat.

"Whoa, it's already this late. I have to go—"

Whistler couldn't finish his sentence. A scream erupted from the center of the dining hall.

"Wha—"

A man stood up, writhing and screaming. A scream that seemed to be wrung from his entire body, a scream that would freeze the hearts of all who heard it…

"Whistler, that's our squad leader!"

As Arden said, it was the squad leader of the Royal Guard's recruit training platoon.

"Let's go!"

The two, who had already finished their meal, rushed to the squad leader's side.

"Hic!"

Unable to believe what he saw, Whistler's throat tightened.

…It was… a horrifying sight.

The man who had been their squad leader was screaming, his face in his hands, as every muscle in his body swelled up.

The blood vessels crawling over his muscles were writhing like living things all over his body. When Whistler realized why the squad leader was covering his face, he let out a voiceless scream.

It was his eyes. The former squad leader, now dominated by muscles and writhing blood vessels, was holding them in to keep them from popping out.

"Hic… Hiiic…"

No words, no voice came out… When he looked around for help, he heard screams rising from all over the dining hall. The voices were gradually increasing.

"What… What's happening…"

With a tense face, he looked around, and there were people who were suffering from the same abnormal muscle swelling as their squad leader.

Those who were currently eating, and those who were about to eat, could only stand and watch this abnormal situation.

Eventually, the thing that had been the squad leader stopped screaming. It slowly removed its hands from its face. The squad leader's face, turned away from them, was not visible.

"Sq-squad leader, are you all right?"

Whistler asked timidly. But the squad leader didn't answer and slowly turned around. His bulging eyes glared at Whistler.

"U-uwaaaaaah!"

Trying to run away, Whistler instinctively grabbed Arden. Arden hadn't moved an inch for a while now.

"Let's run, Arden. This is bad!"

But the Arden who turned around was trembling. As if enduring something welling up from within his entire body.

"Arden?"

"Run… Whistler."

Someone said in a strangely halting tone. He looked up, and the squad leader was muttering while clutching his head. As if trying to suppress something he could no longer control.

"Squad leader?"

"Run… I'll kill you!"

As soon as those words were finished, the muscular monster that was once the squad leader smashed the table.

"Oooooooohhhhh!"

Simultaneously, a voice that was neither a scream nor a roar burst from the mouth of the monster that was once the squad leader. Even the inexperienced Whistler understood. It was too late.

"Uwaaaaaah, Arden, let's run!"

But the person he tried to pull was no longer Arden. Its muscles had swollen, making it a size larger, and it was dominated by writhing blood vessels. It was the same monster as the squad leader…

"No way… This can't be real!"

As Whistler panicked, someone pulled him from behind.

"You fool! Run!"

Battalion Commander Boyd of the Royal Guard was standing there. Dragging Whistler, whose legs had given out, Boyd retreated to a corner of the dining hall. A few unharmed men were gathered there.

"But, Arden!"

"It's no use anymore. The food must have been poisoned. I and everyone who hasn't eaten are unharmed."

Whistler yelled at the elderly Battalion Commander Boyd, who was calmly analyzing the situation.

"That's a lie! I ate with him, with Arden!"

Boyd stared at Whistler. He didn't understand that something important was hidden there.

"You and Arden started eating at the same time, right?"

"Yes!"

"Then there must be something you didn't eat. Remember it. We can't have any more victims."

He didn't need to be told. Something Arden ate that he didn't… It was…

"The tomato soup."

Tension ran through the silent group.

"Did anyone eat the tomato soup?"

When Boyd called out to the unharmed men, a few hands went up. They were pale. Only a few had not eaten anything.

They… would become monsters in a little while. Whistler trembled.

He looked and saw that the people who had completely turned into monsters were destroying everything in the dining hall. There were nearly thirty of them… If you included the Royal Guards on the day shift who hadn't turned into monsters yet, it was close to forty.

"I'm going."

A Royal Guard who had eaten the tomato soup drew his sword.

"But it's dangerous."

"I don't care. If I'm going to become like that too, then I have to stop them now, while I still can."

At those words, everyone who had eaten the soup agreed and drew their swords.

The Royal Guard was a unit with unwavering loyalty and the pride of being the shield of the royal family, unafraid of death. They were not allowed to be afraid and run away… it was written on their faces.

They were going to show that.

…Something that the recruit Whistler couldn't do.

"This is the royal castle. We will not let them out of this dining hall!"

The battle between the Royal Guard and the former Royal Guards who had become monsters began… No, it would be more correct to say that it ended the moment it began.

Whistler's squad leader, who had turned into a monster, jumped. With a nimbleness that was not human, he pounced on the Royal Guard who was standing at the front. The monster thrust its right arm into the Royal Guard.

Whistler saw something unbelievable. An arm… an arm was sticking out of the Royal Guard's back!

That strength… was no longer human.

"Oooooooooooohhhhh!"

The monster pulled out its blood-soaked right arm and roared.

"Run, recruit! Go get help!"

Whistler stumbled out of the dining hall. Behind him, the death cries of the Royal Guard and the screams of the monsters echoed.

The curtain had just been raised on a true chaos, enveloped in terror and fear.
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			<12>

			Franz was gasping for breath.

"What's wrong! We're not done yet!"

Greig was making a ruckus, swinging his sword around. With his nimble movements, there was no way the novice Franz could possibly be a match for him.

After all, the guy was the champion of the New Festival Month martial arts tournament. Ritz was one thing, but Franz wasn't an opponent he could handle.

In the first place, Franz should have had no reason to fight Greig at all. And yet, Greig, with his strange assumptions, kept challenging him.

"You can't protect Anna if you're that weak! Come at me!"

That was it. He'd been telling him over and over that he and Anna were just companions, but Greig wouldn't listen.

He was so self-centered it was dumbfounding, leaving Franz speechless. But he didn't want to run from a challenge, and more than anything, he couldn't stand Greig's condescending attitude. Besides, it was true that he hadn't been able to protect Anna.

Twice now, she had saved his life.

*Still…* Franz thought. He had no idea how much time had passed since they'd gone underground. There was nothing here to mark the time.

They'd taken a few breaks, punctuated by Anna's water tricks… or rather, demonstrations of her water spirit magic practice, but for the most part, he'd been facing off with Greig like this.

Greig had told him he could use his fire spirits in this room surrounded by stone walls, but Franz had barely used them.

The only time he'd used them was to buy time to pick up his spear after dropping it, mimicking the [Flame Arrow] Laria had used at her mansion.

This was indoors, after all. And a basement under the royal palace, to boot. If he accidentally unleashed a giant fireball, it would be impossible to clean up the mess.

Because here, neither Ritz nor Edward, who always helped them, were present.

What brought an end to their seemingly endless battle was Anna, who was sitting on a chair placed against the wall of the training grounds, swinging her legs back and forth.

"Heyyy!"

Usually, Franz would get so caught up in a fight that he'd lose sight of his surroundings, but this time, he noticed Anna's call. He was utterly sick of the situation.

"Anna's saying something."

When Franz said that and lowered his spear, Greig stopped.

"You're not trying to trick me, are you?"

Franz simply gestured toward Anna with his chin for the suspicious Greig to see. Greig seemed annoyed by the gesture but looked toward Anna without a word.

"Took you long enough to notice. You two had already forgotten about me, hadn't you?"

"As if I could ever forget you, Anna!"

Greig sheathed his sword and quickly ran over to Anna, while Franz sighed. He shortened the fire spear he'd extended and tucked it into his belt.

"Really? Well then, Your Highness, I have a favor to ask."

As Franz walked over to them, he saw Anna looking at Greig with a bashful expression.

"What is it, Anna? What favor?"

Greig's chest swelled with anticipation as he approached Anna.

"Go on, ask me anything."

"This is kind of embarrassing…"

From the look of it, he wondered if the romantically oblivious Anna had finally noticed Greig's feelings. But her next words proved that was a misunderstanding.

"Eheheh, I'm hungry. It's a little early, but I bet it's almost time for lunch. My stomach is telling me so."

Poor Greig's shoulders slumped in disappointment.

"You're hungry… I see…"

The absurdity of their exchange made Franz feel a little better about his frustration with Greig.

If it had been Ritz, he would have slapped Greig on the shoulder dramatically and said something like, *'Man, you've got your work cut out for you. Well, hang in there,'* but Franz wasn't in the mood.

This is what happens when you get your hopes up about Anna in the romance department. Her priorities in life right now were, above all else, her friends and food.

"I think it's a little early for our promised time with Ed-san, so I was wondering if we could get a little something to nibble on…"

Watching Anna's contemplative face, Greig, who had finally recovered, pulled a pocket watch from his pocket. Made of gold, it looked magnificent and expensive. Franz was used to seeing high-end goods, so he was sure of it.

"Wow, that's an amazing watch! Is it yours, Your Highness?"

The watch somehow seemed out of place on Greig, who blushed as if embarrassed.

"Yeah… Grandmother makes me carry it so I'm not late for teatime."

*So it belongs to the Queen. That makes sense.* Glancing at the watch as if to hide it, Greig let out a cry of admiration.

"…Eleven-thirty… That's amazing, Anna, you're spot on."

Of course she was. Anna might not own a luxury timepiece, but she possessed one of the world's most precise, almost unerring clocks. That clock would sound off boisterously three times a day.

Anna called it her internal clock; Ritz and Franz called it her stomach clock.

For the three of them traveling without a watch, Anna's stomach clock had been incredibly useful for telling the accurate time.

"It is a bit early for our meal with Grandfather…"

Greig thought for a moment, then looked up.

"I know, let's go to the Royal Guard's mess hall. I have some pull there. They serve lunch the earliest in the castle. And if we take the secret passage from here, it's not even a five-minute walk."

Come to think of it, during the New Festival Month, he hadn't been in the royal box. He'd told Edward and the others that he was with the Royal Guard.

"If that's decided, let's hurry. Before there's nothing left."

Saying that, Greig hurriedly put the watch away. It seemed he didn't want people to see it. Franz didn't know the reason, but there might be more to it than just it being the Queen's.

Well, whatever the reason, it was none of his business. Franz tucked the question away into the back of his mind and sealed it shut.

He didn't like prying into other people's affairs. He was himself, and others were others.

"Come on, Anna, let's go together! The secret passage is this way!"

Greig smiled brightly and offered his hand to Anna.

"Okay!"

Anna jumped to her feet and firmly grasped Greig's hand with both of hers. But it didn't turn out to be the hand-in-hand stroll Greig had hoped for.

"Make sure you get me something tasty! You promise!"

After shaking his hand up and down vigorously, Anna let go. It seemed she'd only thought of it as a handshake to seal a promise.

As Anna skipped past the once-again-dejected Greig, Franz patted him on the shoulder as he walked by.

And then he delivered the final blow.

"…My condolences."

It was a small bit of revenge for his earlier selfish assumptions.

"Damn it all!"

After stomping his feet in frustration, Greig hurried past Franz to catch up to Anna.

"Anna, this way! This door!"

Seeing Greig's raw emotions, Franz was suddenly reminded of his younger self.

*Twelve years old…* Franz was eighteen now. He thought he'd been around the same age when he'd run away from home and ended up with Orphe. He couldn't remember clearly.

If that was the case, what had he been like back then, around Greig's age? He was pretty sure his mother had left. No, had she been gone even before that? It was frightening that he couldn't remember at all.

In fact, why and how had he become Orphe's apprentice? Terrifyingly, he couldn't even remember that.

Franz shook his head. This wasn't the time to be lost in thought. Without Greig, Franz had no idea where he was in this building.

He hurried after the two who had gone ahead. The door to the underground passage was open, and he could hear their cheerful voices coming from it, so he was able to follow them straight without losing them.

The passage opened into a narrow space between two building walls, looking like a dead end.

Two clean, white-painted walls stood with just enough space for one person to pass through, and between them was a door.

"See, this is the Royal Guard barracks. Impressive, right?"

Greig puffed out his chest proudly, even though he hadn't built it himself.

"Yeah, it's amazing!"

Franz let out a small sigh and brushed it off, but Anna looked around, then turned back to Greig.

"It really is a secret passage!"

"Right? Only Father, Grandfather, and I know about it."

"Wow…"

Almost at the same time Anna let out a cry of admiration, the sound of shattering glass and a scream reached their ears.

"What?"

The sound came from beyond the wall.

"What was that sound? Did something… break?"

It wasn't just once or twice. The sound of something being destroyed echoed repeatedly. And then, a death cry, and a roar that sounded less than human…

Even with his limited experience, he knew this was no ordinary situation. Something terrible was likely happening…

"…Something's happened to the Royal Guard…"

Greig muttered, then broke into a run. It was a unit he was close to; of course he was concerned.

"Anna, you wait here."

Greig said as he glanced back, but Anna had already started running with him.

"I'm coming with you. If there are injured people, I might be able to help."

Franz hesitated for a moment, then quickly followed them. If he ran now and something happened to Anna and Greig, he would definitely regret it.

By the time the three of them ran desperately around the wall, the abnormal situation appeared right before their eyes.

"…What… What's happening…"

Greig's voice trembled. Anna, too, stared at the carnage in silence.

Franz was frozen in place. It was supposed to be the hallway of the mess hall. But what assaulted his eyes was a scene beyond imagination.

Splattered across the white walls and stone floor was a dazzlingly vivid red… red… red… and black…

The reek of something raw and the scent of iron…

He felt dizzy.

He felt sick, like he was going to throw up.

Someone who wasn't him was spinning around inside his head. He tried to look away, but the sheer horror of the situation wouldn't allow it.

He couldn't… couldn't look away…

It was a sea of blood. Bright red blood and pitch-black blood mingled, painting a vivid contrast on the white walls.

This wasn't normal…

Just then, a man came stumbling out of the mess hall. He was covered in blood, but it was clear he was an older man. He seemed to be injured.

Greig's eyes widened when he saw the man.

"Boyd!"

Greig shouted. The older man turned to look at them, his face filled with shock. As if he'd seen someone he shouldn't have, he yelled at Greig at the top of his lungs.

"Your Highness! What are you doing here?!"

"What happened?! I'm coming!"

As Greig tried to run to him, Boyd shouted.

"Don't come any closer!"

From behind the screaming Boyd, a large figure slowly emerged. Someone had come out of the mess hall.

The moment he saw its form, Franz shuddered. Countless snakes were slithering over abnormally developed muscles… No, those weren't snakes. They were writhing blood vessels.

With Greig and Franz frozen, it was Anna who attacked first.

"Mister, run!"

Anna yelled to the man called Boyd, then immediately raised both hands high above her head. As she crossed her hands, the water in the air began to swirl and converge.

"Spirits of water, answer my call and gather here."

A large amount of water gathered in her palms in response to her request. It was about a meter in diameter. Anna still couldn't quite control this.

"Go, [Water Sphere]!"

The unleashed sphere of water flew straight toward the monster. Seeing this, Boyd stood up and, though staggering, started walking toward them.

His body was covered in countless wounds, none of which looked shallow.

"Thank you, little miss spirit user. You saved me."

"Mister, get back."

Anna didn't have the luxury of looking at the man thanking her as she threw a second and third volley at the monster. At this rate, even that monster wouldn't get away unscathed. Beyond the water spray that filled her vision, the monster should be lying on the ground.

"Your Highness, why have you come here?!"

Boyd's tone was almost a reprimand, but Greig remained silent. He still hadn't recovered from the shock.

"Return to the palace at once. This is a battlefield now."

"A battlefield…"

As Greig muttered those words, Anna, who had been intently watching the trajectory of her water sphere, shouted.

"…It's not working, the [Water Sphere]!"

Boyd muttered with a look of despair.

"It has no sense of pain."

He turned to see the monster slowly getting up. Despite taking a direct hit from that water sphere, there was almost no sign of damage on the monster. And for the first time, it turned its face toward them.

In its strangely muscle-bound face, only its eyes bulged out, glinting with an eerie light. Those eyes looked at Franz…

Fear made his toes go numb. But he couldn't look away from the monster. The monster looked at them and twisted the corner of its mouth strangely.

*It's smiling…*

At this rate, they would be killed too.

Just like the people who had died, splattering their blood all over this floor…

"Run! We can't win!"

To Boyd's desperate cry, a pale Greig replied.

"But Boyd… there's no escape…"

In the heavy silence, Franz understood what Greig meant. They could escape if they took the path back to the palace they had just come from. But that would mean showing the monster the way to the palace.

And the monster that followed them would surely wreak havoc in the palace. That would put his grandmother, Patricia, the attendants, and the ladies-in-waiting in danger.

Only Queen Patricia had ever been on a battlefield. But she was quite old, and unlike Edward, rumor had it that she had abandoned her skills after becoming queen.

Besides, the Royal Guard was too small in number; they might not be able to defeat this monster.

"Your Highness… then you alone must escape!"

"No! I won't run!"

The monster reacted to Greig's loud shout. It slowly started walking toward them.

"It's not working…!"

Anna desperately threw her water spheres, but she couldn't stop the monster's advance.

Franz made up his mind. Being here now, and being with the person who would be the next king's successor, might be fate.

If that was the case, he would decide his own fate. He wouldn't let anyone else decide it. Not even a monster.

"I can't die. Not in a place like this!"

Franz drew the fire spear from his waist. If he was only going to use magic, there was no need to extend it.

Touching the fire gem embedded in the spear, he felt the hot, surging power of flame well up inside him. Holding the spear in his left hand, Franz concentrated his mind on his right.

"Spirit of fire, answer my call and grant me your power."

Hot flames gathered in his right hand, swirling into a mass of fire. He hadn't had much success with it before, but he would use the [Flame Arrow], which was effective in tight spaces. With this much fire power, it might just work.

"Lend me your strength and courage! Go! [Flame Arrow]!"

The flames shot out from Franz as multiple arrows. They flew straight towards the monster.

"It worked!"

Feeling the success of his attack, Franz let out a short cry. The flame arrows had pierced the monster and exploded violently.

But as the thick smoke began to clear, Franz saw something unbelievable. The monster hadn't dodged any of his attacks; it had taken them all with its body. While black blood flowed from the countless burn marks on its body, the monster was smiling.

"No way…"

Franz stumbled backward. The monster was slowly closing the distance.

"I told you, it has no pain sensation!"

Boyd's words stung. He knew, but he didn't know what to do.

"Tch! How about this!"

Franz created an extra-large fireball in his right hand.

"Go! [Fireball]!"

At this point, he couldn't afford to worry about the building. He just had to defeat this thing.

The massive fireball, with a deafening explosion, engulfed the monster. A giant pillar of fire erupted, setting fire to various objects scattered around.

At that moment, the monster roared.

"…Is it working…?"

Franz muttered. From amidst the flames and smoke rising from the cloth scattered in the hallway, the scorched monster appeared, letting out a low growl.

Terrifyingly, it seemed the monster still felt no pain.

But there was a change. The monster was shaking its head, covering its bulging eyes.

"That thing, its eyes have been hit!"

Boyd said this and drew his sword. Even if it was a monster, if its eyes were gone, there was a chance of victory. But Boyd's injuries were worse than he thought, and he couldn't charge forward.

"Damn it. Of all the times to have a perfect opportunity…"

As Boyd groaned, leaning on the floor, it was Greig who started running from his side.

"Your Highness!"

"If the monster can't see, I can fight it too."

"What foolishness! Stop!"

Ignoring Boyd's warning, Greig charged at the monster, and Franz followed.

Greig's judgment was poor. Franz's attack had certainly damaged its eyes, but a monster without a sense of pain might not have its attacks weakened because of it.

Maybe this was what Ritz had been talking about before. But still, he couldn't just leave Greig. If he let him die, he would definitely regret it.

He felt like something unseen was pushing him.

"Franz!"

To Anna's voice, which sounded like it was trying to stop him, Franz answered without looking back.

"Anna, heal Boyd-san!"

After a moment's hesitation, Anna nodded.

"…Got it!"

During that brief exchange, Greig had already begun to slash at the monster. The body of the blind monster was easily torn apart by Greig's sword. Dark blood gushed from its body.

*What in the world is this monster…*

Greig, wildly slashing at the monster, was so absorbed he couldn't see his surroundings. Franz, who had fallen behind Greig, could see the situation from a distance.

The blind monster had noticed Greig, who was swinging his sword haphazardly.

Letting go of its eyes, the monster reached out for the still-unaware Greig.

"Look out!"

Shouting instinctively, Franz shoved Greig aside.

"What are you doing?!"

Faster than Greig's protest, the monster's hand swatted Franz's body away with incredible speed. The moment he was slammed against the wall, an unpleasant sound hit his ears. At the same time, a sharp pain shot through him, and his consciousness began to fade.

"Franz!"

Anna's and Greig's screams faintly reached the edge of his consciousness. In his darkening vision, he could see the monster slowly approaching.

He couldn't lose consciousness here. If he did, it would be over. Franz mustered all his willpower. Enduring the pain, he glared desperately at the monster.

He heard Anna's voice trying to come to him, but Franz warned her, his voice a strained whisper.

"…Stay back, Anna… We can't beat it…"

"I don't care!"

Anna's voice was mixed with tears. *This is a hopeless situation,* Franz thought with a strange calmness.

*Am I going to die…*

This was the first time he had ever been so conscious of death.

"I won't let you!"

He could see Greig slashing at the monster from behind again, but he knew it was ineffective. The monster twisted its upper body in annoyance and grabbed the arm of the sword-swinging Greig.

"Aaaargh!"

Lifted effortlessly into the air with one hand, Greig screamed. Franz saw Greig's arm bend in an unnatural direction from the monster's strength. He wouldn't be able to fight like that.

It was hopeless… At this rate, Greig would be killed too…

If that happened, this country would…

Franz realized the identity of the unseen force within his heart. It was a strong will, a desire not to let this country fall into chaos. Not to let another civil war happen.

If he used a fireball now, Greig would get caught in the crossfire. That was not an option. Then, what should he do?

After a moment of agony, an idea flashed through Franz's mind like a bolt of lightning. The one that had a will of its own, the one he could command to attack.

But Franz had never been able to control it even once. Still, at this point, he felt he had no choice. There were no other options. Franz touched the gem on his spear again.

*This is an item passed down in the royal family… Lend me your power, to protect the royal family!*

The hot power of flame coursing through his body emboldened Franz. If this failed, both he and Greig were finished. Ritz, who had always saved them in a crisis, Edward… and even his master weren't here.

Franz stared at the smoldering remains of the fireball still burning beside him. Maybe with this…

Looking up, he saw the monster's other hand reaching for Greig's neck. Because it couldn't see and Greig was struggling, it seemed to be having trouble finding its target.

*It's still okay… I can make it in time…*

After confirming this, Franz, his consciousness hazy, reached out to the flames burning beside him and slowly began to speak.

"Spirit of fire, who governs strength and courage. Answer my call and come forth to me. Grant me a share of your power."

With his prayer, the flames before him began to shine even brighter. But it did not take the form he desired.

"Damn it! Is it no good… Is it still too soon for me…"

At that moment, he felt something burn hot in his chest and explode. What was there was… that mysterious jewel.

Franz took out the jewel that hung inside his clothes. It was burning bright red, glowing. That's right, he had no choice but to use this.

"Power of flame, sleeping within me. Please, appear here before me."

His whole body was hot, as if being burned by flames. But Franz did not stop his prayer.

Gritting his teeth at the very limit, enduring the heat, a powerful, dignified voice resonated inside Franz's head.

*'Seek me strongly, with the power of your heart.'*

"Please, [Fire Dragon]! Lend me your power!"

At that moment, something in his head burst into white light. He had grasped a sense of understanding.

Simultaneously with his voice, the dying embers before him swelled to dozens of times their size and transformed into a giant dragon.

"[Fire Dragon]…"

His heart had reached it. It was the first time he'd ever felt it respond.

Enduring the brilliant light and his rapidly depleting stamina, Franz desperately commanded the [Fire Dragon].

"…Defeat that monster."

The [Fire Dragon] let out a great roar, and the swirling flames that formed its body blew a massive blast of fire at the monster's head.

"Hot!"

Greig was groaning. He remembered that he hadn't told it to save Greig.

But Franz somehow knew that the [Fire Dragon] understood. Because the heat was stopping just short of reaching Greig.

Seconds after the monster's head was engulfed in flames, Greig fell from the monster's limp hand to the floor below.

"…A fire dragon… This is Franz's power…"

Franz faintly heard Greig mutter as he slowly backed away.

When the flames from the [Fire Dragon] vanished from the monster's head, the monster's head was no longer there. It had been completely incinerated.

Even a monster couldn't do anything after losing its head, and it slowly began to topple over. But there was no time to catch their breath. Hearing the commotion, other monsters had started to come out of the mess hall.

There were about ten of them.

Franz stood up through sheer willpower.

His head was spinning. His footing was unsteady. The scenery was distorted. His back hurt, his chest hurt. It was hard to breathe.

Normally, he would have a mountain of complaints.

But, he had to defeat them all, no matter what. If his willpower gave out midway, everything would be over. His own life, and the peace of this country.

"I won't let that happen."

Franz returned the fire spear to his waist and clutched the jewel he had received when he set out on his journey.

"[Fire Dragon], blow their heads off!"

At his command, shouted with all his might, the swirling flames roared and charged toward the monsters. He could see the flames they spewed burning up, incinerating the monsters.

The mess hall and the hallway were transformed into a hell, dominated by the fiercely burning dragon of flame, the roars of the monsters, and their death cries.

Flesh burned, and a pungent smell filled the air along with the smoke. He felt like he was going to vomit.

Franz, having given the order to the [Fire Dragon], had no strength left. As he collapsed to his knees, Anna and Boyd, whose wounds had been treated by Anna, rushed over and supported him firmly.

"Are you okay, Franz?!"

Anna's eyes were still filled with tears. He wanted to say he was fine, but he didn't even have the strength to speak. If he were to speak, he had to use every last bit of his energy to defeat the monsters.

The monsters tried to fight back, but they couldn't touch the hot, flaming body, and if they even tried, they would be engulfed in fierce flames from that point.

In just a few minutes, the battle was decided.

After confirming it with Anna's and Greig's cheers, Franz gave the [Fire Dragon] one last command in his mind.

*Return, [Fire Dragon]…*

Just as he confirmed the [Fire Dragon] was heading toward him, Franz's consciousness abruptly cut out. He thought he heard Anna and Greig screaming in the deep darkness spreading before his eyes, but he wasn't even sure of that.
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			In his office in the royal castle, Edward was organizing documents. Having been away from the castle for over a month at the end of the year, a mountain of unsigned papers had piled up on his desk.

Surprisingly, there was a rush of documents needing approval at year's end. No one wanted to carry their work over into the new year.

It seemed Shasta had taken care of a certain amount, but he hadn't touched any of the documents awaiting the king's approval unless they were urgent, leaving only the troublesome ones behind.

Was this some kind of retaliation? It was only in a situation like this that he could finally sympathize with Ritz's complaint: 'I hate paperwork. I'm getting out of here.'

But this was the path he had chosen, so he couldn't complain. Compared to the kings of neighboring countries, he, who could wander off for a month, was still better off.

Sighing, he looked out the window. It was a clear day. The warm air in the room had slightly fogged the window. It was probably cold outside.

*What are Gerald and Ritz doing right now?* The thought made him restless.

He had told Shasta, 'Even if that guy dies, I can still be king for a while,' but there was no father who could remain calm when his own child's life was on the line.

His son certainly lacked ambition, but after talking with Ritz about something, he had gone off to battle with his eyes fixed straight ahead. Edward was inwardly satisfied with this change of heart he had never seen before.

He would surely learn things on this mission that his father, Edward, and his guardian, Shasta, couldn't teach him. He was sure of that. But that had no connection whatsoever to him returning safely.

And Ritz, he was worried about Ritz too. Since coming to the Royal Capital and starting to work at the castle, Ritz had changed a little.

When they reunited in Faldina, he thought the somewhat brooding part of his old self had completely vanished, and he had become a cheerful man. But recently, the same kind of shadow from the past often fell over him.

He knew the reason, of course. It was reuniting with him, Shasta, and Patricia. No matter how much time passed, as long as they were far apart, he wouldn't feel the difference in the flow of time so keenly. But once they met, he would be forced to realize that the flow of his time was completely different from that of his old companions.

That was unknowingly tormenting Ritz. As he thought, that cheerful and bright attitude was just an act. Ritz hadn't changed from the past; he was still suffering from his own lifespan.

Ritz, who had returned after a long separation, didn't speak of such things like he used to. Even if he questioned him seriously, he would probably just be brushed off. He had likely gotten used to putting on a front during his long time as a mercenary.

For Edward, who was both his friend and like an older brother, that was a lonely thing, but he also thought it was good if it had made him stronger.

But reality seemed to be different after all.

Edward couldn't help but be bothered by Ritz's nonchalant words about his own life.

*'If Gerald looks like he's going to die… I'll die in his place.'*

Remembering this, he took a deep breath. If Gerald were to die, he would grieve deeply. That was natural for a parent. There was no parent who didn't love their only son.

Putting himself aside, Patricia, Gerald's mother, would grieve even more and might even come to hate Edward. That's what mothers were like.

Especially if the cause was the execution of an operation he had ordered. Knowing that it might become irreversible, Edward could still only test whether his son was fit to be king.

Even if it meant involving his friend.

To be honest, he wanted to keep both Gerald and Ritz safely by his side. But that was something he couldn't do for his son, the next king, and his partner.

If Ritz were to die, he would feel a sorrow equal to losing Gerald. Ritz wasn't a subordinate. For Edward, who had lived through a turbulent era to become king, he was an irreplaceable, dear friend in whom he could confide, and someone he worried about like a younger brother.

He wanted him to live, so why was Ritz in such a hurry to die? Edward was always troubled by this.

Was the reason their own aging? Was the problem of the flow of time, which he had forgotten while with his young wards, weighing heavily on him…?

"Good grief, at this rate, I won't be able to die…"

He had told both Kenny and Ritz to be careful, but he didn't think for a moment that Kenny could protect him completely. It was just for peace of mind, better than nothing.

If he kept worrying like this, he felt like he would throw his papers aside and go somewhere again. This time, it was an order he had given to Gerald. What would be the point of him showing up unannounced?

He had no choice but to wait. That was all…

Edward casually glanced at the large grandfather clock by the wall.

It was eleven-fifty.

Then he remembered. That's right, Ritz's current wards, Anna and Franz, were at the palace today. He had promised to have lunch with them, including Greig.

"I'd better get going soon, or I'll be late."

As he muttered and quickly gathered his documents, there was a hurried knock on the door.

"Your Majesty, it's me!"

Shasta's tense voice. It had been a while since he'd heard such an urgent tone. This was no ordinary matter.

"It's open."

He answered curtly, and Shasta came tumbling into the room. Several people besides the Royal Guards posted outside the door also burst into the office with Shasta.

"What is it?"

He asked sharply, and Shasta, pale and trembling with excitement, shouted.

"Monsters!"

A strange atmosphere filled the office for a moment. When he looked at Shasta in confusion, he saw that Shasta's eyes were bloodshot.

"Shasta… calm down."

"They're really monsters, Your Majesty!"

Shasta pushed forward one of the youngest men who had come in with him. The dark blue uniform was that of the Royal Guard. Why was a Royal Guardsman here alone? As he looked at the young man suspiciously, Shasta explained.

"Whistler, a new recruit in the Royal Guard's Castle Garrison Battalion, Training Platoon. According to him, at a little past eleven this morning, the lunch for forty guards in the mess hall appears to have been poisoned."

"Poisoned! What happened to the Royal Guards? Don't tell me…"

Shasta cut off Edward, who was about to say 'were they wiped out?'.

"They're alive. But they are no longer human."

At those words, Edward fell silent. Poisoned, and no longer human?

"I don't understand the situation. Whistler."

When he called out, the young guardsman knelt on the spot.

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"Explain it to me in order."

"Yes, sir."

Whistler, who had raised his head, reported in detail the tragedy that had occurred in the Royal Guard barracks mess hall. He must have reported it to Shasta in the same way just before, as it was relatively well-organized and easy to understand.

"Abnormal muscle expansion and aggression, huh…"

Edward felt a strange sense of unease. Perhaps because he had been thinking about Gerald and Ritz just moments before, the effects of the drug and this situation seemed to overlap.

Didn't the narcotic also have effects of aggression and muscle enhancement? Why were things with similar effects popping up here and there? And why did it happen today?

On this day, when Gerald and Ritz were not here.

Questions swirled in his mind, but what came out of his mouth were words to confirm the situation.

"What is the status of those monsters now?"

"Sir, they are currently engaged with the regular army. However, the castle is cramped, and we had not anticipated such a situation, so it is proving difficult."

Shasta answered accurately. Edward inwardly clicked his tongue. So soldiers who were only used to training outdoors were useless for defending this castle. In that case, it was a job for the Military Police, who were used to indoor combat.

"What about the Military Police?"

"The Inspector General of the Military Police is nowhere to be found, so the order to eliminate the monsters has not been communicated to all units, but I have ordered the Third Division to deal with them. They are in charge of special cases."

The Third Division was also involved in the current drug investigation. A man named Altman was the platoon leader.

Still, why was the Inspector General of the Military Police not here? It was hard to understand why he wasn't at work, knowing that today was the day of the operation to sweep the drug syndicate.

But there was no time to think.

"Shasta, return to the palace and protect Greig, Patricia, and also Anna and Franz with the Royal Guard and the morning watch of the Royal Guard. I want to keep the enemy away from there as much as possible, but in case of an emergency, I'm counting on you."

Taking his sword, Edward headed for the door.

"Please wait, Your Majesty! Where are you going?!"

Shasta hurriedly tried to stop him, but Edward smiled and held him back with a hand.

"I can't act without understanding the situation. I will see the situation for myself, give orders, and then return to the palace."

He had always stood on the front lines. That pride made Edward say so. He couldn't just lock himself away in the palace, abandoning the soldiers fighting an unknown enemy without even understanding the situation.

"But Your Majesty!"

"Shasta, I'm counting on you with Greig. With Gerald also gone, if something were to happen to Greig too, it would be unbearable."

He stared at Shasta, who nodded with a reluctant face. His tone left no room for argument, so nodding was probably his only choice.

Besides, Shasta knew Greig's personality best. If he learned of the monster uproar, he would surely be the first to grab a sword and rush in.

Without knowing that his skill was merely martial arts, far from real combat…

Only Shasta and Patricia could stop him.

"Royal Guard, follow me."

Edward left the silent Shasta and exited the office. If everything Whistler said was true, the castle must be in great chaos right now.

Edward went up to the wide balcony overlooking the courtyard, where he had stood during the New Year's celebrations. The castle courtyard faced the Royal Guard barracks, so he thought it would be easy to see the situation.

The sight in the courtyard made Edward gasp and frown.

"What is this?"

There were several monsters and the regular troops of the Kingdom Army. The monsters' muscles were stretched to their limits, and the blood vessels running over them writhed like snakes.

Monsters… indeed, there was no other way to describe them.

"Whistler, were those really Royal Guardsmen?"

"Yes, Your Majesty. There is no mistake."

"What a cruel thing to do…"

It was a nauseating sight just looking down from above. As countless arrows from the soldiers rained down, the monsters showed no sign of flinching.

They didn't try to dodge, and even with arrows sticking out of their bodies, the monsters wore twisted smiles and remained unfazed. On the contrary, they charged into the wavering, panicked soldiers, tearing through their stomachs with their bare hands and strangling them.

"Gaaaaaaah!"

A monster's roar erupted. Was it getting even more excited by satisfying its destructive impulses?

Some, perhaps annoyed, pulled out the arrows stuck in them, and a tremendous amount of black liquid flowed from the wounds. It was the monsters' blood.

But even with such pain, their eyes, which had bulged out from the pressure of their muscles, did not move.

"They have no sense of pain… This is tough."

To stop the monsters' movements, they would have to either cut off both legs or their heads. Cutting off both legs would take two steps, while the neck would only take one. Then they had no choice but to aim for the neck.

"My soldiers, listen!"

Edward called out in a loud, clear voice to the confused soldiers. The soldiers in the rear who were nocking arrows noticed Edward's voice and looked up. A light of hope flickered in their faces.

"The monsters have no sense of pain! Stop their movements by severing their legs or cutting off their heads!"

Encouraged by the powerful voice of Edward, who was known as the Warrior King, the soldiers began to back away from the monsters and reform their ranks. Seeing that the soldiers had calmed down, Edward issued further instructions from above.

"The enemy is fast, archers, aim for the legs. Infantry, do not approach the monsters until they are down. When they fall, cut off their heads! Armored soldiers will only be hindered, fall back!"

At his definitive voice, the soldiers who had been nocking arrows all adjusted their aim downwards. The voice of the archery unit commander echoed.

"First volley, fire!"

The arrows were all fired at the monsters at once. Then the second and third volleys were fired. With the monsters stopped and brought to the ground, the regular army with swords drawn charged forward.

It seemed the army was finally functioning properly. Against about forty monsters, they would probably be subdued in less than an hour.

Edward took a breath, then urged the Royal Guard and left the balcony. He let out a faint sigh and rubbed his shoulders.

*Good grief, is this what happens when there's been no real battle for nearly forty years… It can't be helped, I suppose…*

After all, most of the current commanders had no battlefield experience. The country had prospered in peace because of it, but at this rate, it seemed they wouldn't be able to stand up to an attack from an external enemy.

Perhaps the time had come to review their training.

"What will you do, Your Majesty? Will you return to the palace?"

The leader of the five Royal Guards accompanying Edward asked.

"No, I can't go back yet. Let's go to the throne for now. It wouldn't do for me to be wandering around like this when other units might need my orders."

The throne room was in the center of the castle. The main doors were left open from morning until Edward left, so it would be a perfect place for situation reports. The office was too small to hear reports from many people.

"Whistler, go with one of the Royal Guards and check on the situation of the Royal Guard."

Edward, seated on the throne, ordered Whistler. Whistler, who had been looking down, raised his face. He regretted having run away. This order would be perfect for him.

Besides, he was concerned about the Royal Guard barracks, the source of the commotion. They would have to confiscate the tomato soup that was suspected of being poisoned.

"Do not touch anything suspected of being poisoned. I will send the Military Police's drug investigation team, so leave it as it is."

"As you wish."

Whistler knelt before Edward, gave the deepest bow he had forgotten in his daze, and left the throne room with a member of the Royal Guard.

Leaning back on the throne, Edward took a deep breath. In a situation like this, the one person who would be the strongest was not by his side. This was a bit tiring.

Just as he sighed deeply, wishing Ritz were here, Edward realized something.

"Don't tell me…"

Could the enemy have intentionally targeted a day when the active warrior Ritz Alster was absent? If Ritz had been here, with Edward, this situation would surely have been a little better.

After all, everyone in this castle right now had no combat experience.

The presence or absence of a battle-hardened man with rich combat experience, who had commanded troops and was still an active mercenary on the battlefield, made a world of difference.

Besides, wasn't he the one in the most danger?

Edward quietly clicked his tongue to himself. The drug case and the would-be assassins of the king were connected. In that case, it was possible that the day of the drug syndicate annihilation operation and the day of the king's assassination would coincide.

If Ritz had been here, assassinating him would have been nearly impossible. But with only the inexperienced Royal Guard, anything was possible. He didn't want to think about it, but the top-secret information about the drug syndicate annihilation operation must have been leaked.

The informant was in a position to know top-secret information. Within the Military Police or the Inspectorate Department.

What had become of the drug syndicate annihilation operation by now? Had monsters run rampant there too, leading to a state of annihilation? After all, it was a small unit of thirty-two men in total. Perfect for being picked off one by one.

The only saving grace was that both the inspectors and the Military Police were a gathering of the few combat veterans in the kingdom's army, but against monsters, he felt uneasy.

Edward bit his lip.

*We've been had… The moment the information leaked, we lost.*

Edward frowned in silence. His fingers unconsciously rubbed his brow tightly. It was a habit he had when he was tired.

He couldn't afford a total defeat.

Now, his concern was for Gerald and Ritz. Were they safe?

Even if something happened to him, if Gerald and Ritz returned alive and helped each other with Shasta and Greig, the country could maintain its stability. If both of them were dead, and he also lost his life, the royal palace would not escape unscathed.

In Edward's view, a familiar man appeared. A stout man wiping sweat with a handkerchief despite the cold… the Inspector General of the Military Police.

"Engels, what have you been doing?"

Edward looked up at Engels. He slowly put away the handkerchief he was holding.

"My apologies, Your Majesty. On such a terrible day, this humble servant overslept…"

Engels, without even giving the king the deepest bow, casually uttered something outrageous while still wearing his winter cloak.

There was no sign of remorse or regret. He was different from the usual, somewhat leisurely man. Edward understood everything.

"Overslept, you say. Were you perhaps too excited to sleep last night?"

Engels listened silently as Edward's tone, having noticed the change, turned cold. An unusually chilling air flowed through the room.

"Inspector General, what are you thinking…"

The moment a member of the Royal Guard tried to tap the Inspector General on the shoulder, the guardsman collapsed.

"What!"

As the other Royal Guards tried to help their comrade, they noticed the dagger clutched in Engels' hand.

"Get back, he's an enemy."

At Edward's sharp voice, the Royal Guard slowly backed away. Seeing this, Engels began to laugh. He threw off his winter gear as he laughed.

The fat body was no longer there.

"Your Majesty, Your Majesty! I couldn't sleep! The thought of ending your life with my own hands filled me with such joy! You are a hero. The shining hero of Yuresla. If I can take your life, there is no greater honor. I will be forever hated by the people as the man who killed a hero. And I, too, will become a part of the legend of the hero King Edward."

With a crazed joy on his face, Engels threw away the blood-stained dagger and took out a small bottle from his pocket.

"It was quite a struggle, you know, playing the part of a fat man. The large amount of cotton was so hot, I couldn't part with my handkerchief!

But when I thought of this, I could endure any hardship!"

The bottle Engels held contained a thick liquid. He uncorked the bottle and drank it down in one gulp.

"What did you drink!"

To Edward, who stood up and shouted, Engels replied with a low laugh.

"It's called '[Grace of Fire]'… Your Majesty, it is a further concentrated version of the raw narcotic."

"What did you say…?"

"It seems to have originally come from the Zeum Divine Kingdom. Rumor has it that the blood of the Giant Clan is the raw material."

"…The Clan of Darkness…"

Raven and Laria, who were at Stewart's mansion. The two of them weren't just looking after Stewart. They were there to spread this narcotic in Yuresla and cause chaos.

Perhaps they died satisfied because they could see this outcome.

"It's a shame, isn't it, Your Majesty? The Crown Prince and your dear friend the Minister are surely no longer of this world by now. That mansion is filled with monsters and drug-addicted beastmen, you see."

The blood drained from his face in an instant. It was all a trap. The enemy knew about Stewart's affair, and they knew Ritz's true identity. That's why they were able to devise a plan to kill the Crown Prince and the King separately.

The top-secret meeting had been leaked by the Inspector General of the Military Police, who was in charge of the investigation. There was no way to prevent it.

"You have lost, Your Majesty."

That was true. If Gerald and Ritz were really dead, and he died here, it would be a complete defeat.

"Gerald and Ritz will not die."

"Heh heh… such bravado."

"We shall see. It seems you are unaware of Ritz's luck."

Edward drew his sword. If he could defeat him before he turned into a monster, was there a chance of victory?

"Your Majesty… the time for parting has come. Please be at peace…"

Before he finished speaking, Engels' body began to expand at a tremendous rate. The time it took to become a monster was shorter than what he had heard from Whistler. He had said he drank a concentrated version of the raw liquid, so that must be why.

Engels' muscles swelled abnormally. The change was more intense than the monsters he had seen earlier, and Edward grimaced.

"Woooooooooo!"

Engels raised both arms with a roar. Blood vessels pulsed and writhed all over his body. His fully expanded body was dark like stone, and his eyes bulged out, dyed bright red.

He was different from the monsters so far.

The Royal Guard, frozen in fear, mustered their courage, drew their swords, and charged the enemy. But their swords were easily deflected. Even though their opponent was bare-handed, they were no match at all.

His skin was harder than expected, and unlike the monsters outside, he wasn't wounded and didn't bleed black blood.

"Guooooooooo!"

The monster let out an especially loud roar. The next moment, with unexpected speed, it charged at one of the Royal Guards in front of it. The guardsman, unable to dodge in time, had the monster's blood-stained hand burst through his stomach.

"Gyaaaaaah!"

The man's scream of pain and terror echoed off the high ceiling of the throne room. But the next moment, his voice was abruptly cut off.

The monster had torn off the guard's head with its arm. It threw the twisted-off head at the remaining guards.

"Hic!"

The monster did not miss the opening created by the guardsmen who cried out in shock. The creature that was once Engels targeted one man and leaped.

Powerless against the monster that suddenly appeared before him, the man's heart was pierced, and he stopped moving.

But the Royal Guard, though trembling with fear, did not back down. With their comrade still hanging from the monster's arm, the remaining two attacked together. The sword that barely pierced the monster's side was now stuck.

"Gagagagaga…"

The monster, drooling from its twisted, unclosable mouth, laughed. There was no trace of Engels left.

Effortlessly pulling the sword that the Royal Guard couldn't remove from its own stomach, it threw the sword at Edward. With a heavy *thwump*, the sword stuck into the wall right beside Edward. Incredible strength.

Black blood flowed endlessly from the monster's stomach. He had been human until just a short while ago, but for this narcotic to have such an effect in such a short time, what in the world was it?

It was likely something only the Clan of Darkness knew, but even so, it was abnormal.

But the large hole in its side had no effect on stopping the monster's movements. The guardsman who had lost his sword took the sword of his fallen comrade and challenged the monster to battle again.

Even with two of them, they couldn't deliver the final blow. They aimed for its legs as Edward had instructed the regular troops earlier, but they were being toyed with by the fast-moving monster's physical abilities.

Edward, holding his drawn sword, descended from the throne. With three of them, could they somehow stop its legs…?

But the guardsmen were not used to fighting, and he had no idea how they would move, so Edward hesitated to make a move. If he wasn't careful, he might end up cutting down a guard. The monster's movements were that fast.

If Ritz were here, they could read each other's movements and step in…

Even as Edward's impatience grew, the enemy did not wait. The next moment, the monster had blown off the arm of one of the guardsmen.

Losing his center of gravity, the guard collapsed. But the guardsman, even as he fell, mustered his last strength and clung to the monster's leg.

"The neck!"

At the guard's cry, Edward and the last remaining guardsman aimed for the neck.

But the guardsman who had lost an arm was easily crushed by the other foot. Groaning in pain, the guardsman died.

But this guardsman, even in death, did not let go of the monster. His body was deeply embedded in its leg, not allowing the monster to shake him off.

Ahead of Edward, the last guardsman, as if to avenge all his comrades, slashed at the monster. But the monster dodged sideways with a quick movement, and the sword didn't reach its neck. It managed to slash the carotid artery at the last moment, but even as black blood spurted out, the monster continued to laugh.

At this rate, the monster would die with time. He understood that.

But, would they last until then…

The last guardsman was decapitated and sent flying. The monster kicked away the corpse of the guardsman entangled in its leg and became free.

Its movements still hadn't stopped. Had he not completely severed the carotid artery…?

Edward slowly backed away.

In this vast throne room, just the two of them with the monster…

It was wounded, but its movements and speed were completely unchanged.

…This is the end.

Edward calmed his heart. He intended to fight to the very end, but he knew. He no longer had the speed and strength to fight that monster.

But perhaps he could take it with him. If he could just defeat this monster that was once Engels, the regular army could handle the rest.

Stepping over the corpse of the guardsman, Edward stood before the monster.

"I, the king of a nation, will die with you."

As he raised his sword, the monster, its grotesque face colored with its own blood and the bright red blood of the guards, twisted the corner of its mouth into a sneer and roared.

"…Come on, you monster!"

The moment Edward provoked the monster, something flew and hit its head.

"What?"

Without taking his eyes off the monster, he glanced at the object that had rolled onto the floor. It was a stone about ten centimeters in diameter. The monster turned toward the direction the stone had come from and let out a roar of anger.

But the person who threw the stone did not flinch at its voice and stared straight at the monster.

The light pouring in from the large windows on either side of the throne room was bright, making it hard to see the face in the backlight, but Edward could tell who it was from the silhouette.

From the entrance of the throne room, the man who had been catching a stone in one hand and tossing it into the air slowly approached.

A tattered military uniform, disheveled hair, blood flowing from wounds here and there…

"You…"

Before answering Edward's words, the man threw the stone he was holding with all his might, aiming for the monster's eye. One of the monster's bulging red eyes burst.

It seemed that only the protruding eyes had not increased in strength. Paying no mind to the groaning monster clutching its eye, the man flashed a defiant smile.

Edward's cheeks relaxed.

"…You're alive."

"Like I'd die that easily."

With his greatsword hanging from one hand, Ritz was there, lightly tossing the last remaining stone up and down.

Ritz threw the last stone at the writhing monster as well. The monster was now completely blind. Immediately, it began to grope desperately, reaching out its hands to find them. It was completely off the mark.

So that was its weak point.

"The eyes are sealed. I'll aim for the legs, so don't mess up."

Ritz said this, then erased his presence, stood before the monster, and crouched down. Edward followed suit, moving behind the monster.

Ritz swiftly cut through both of the monster's legs with his greatsword as it flailed its arms in search of an enemy. Without missing that moment, just before it fell, Edward slammed his sword into the monster's neck.

The impact was incredibly heavy, but he put all his strength into swinging the sword through.

The monster's head was slammed onto the floor with the momentum. With an unpleasant sound, the crushed head rolled away, and all signs of life drained from the monster's face.

It was over.

…Somehow, he was saved.

"That was close. I thought I wasn't going to make it."

Looking closely, Ritz was laughing cheerfully, with a strangely exhilarated look on his face that didn't fit the situation.

"Something's strange about you…"

Come to think of it, no matter how strong Ritz was, the power with which he had severed the legs that the Royal Guard's blades couldn't even dent in one blow was not normal.

Noticing that Edward had realized, Ritz looked down, looking guilty. Come to think of it, the force of the pebbles that had crushed the monster's eyes was also extraordinary.

"Well, you know…"

From Ritz's hesitant expression, it was clear he was hiding something outrageous. He walked closer and grabbed Ritz's shoulder.

"It's not just 'you know,' what happened to you?"

To Edward's stern questioning, Ritz shrugged his shoulders. Realizing he couldn't talk his way out of it, he seemed to have decided to speak.

"…I have a broken rib."

"Huh?"

But he didn't seem to be in any pain. And if his rib was broken, how did he get back? Looking at the operation schedule, to get back at this time, he would have had to ride his horse at a considerable speed.

"And it was hard to move and breathe, so I just… a little…"

Ritz muttered in a small voice.

"What was that? I can't hear you."

As if resigned, Ritz looked up. He wore a subtle expression like a sheepish grin, looking small like a child being scolded.

"Speak clearly!"

At Edward's reprimand, Ritz sighed before answering.

"…I took about two pills of the narcotic…"

For a moment, he didn't understand the meaning of what was said, but after repeating the words in his head, he understood.

"Are you an idiot! You went to crack down on that stuff! Don't you know it has hallucinatory effects!"

Come to think of it, he had heard at the meeting that the narcotic had pain-relieving and muscle-enhancing effects. Ritz must have remembered that too.

To the yelling Edward, Ritz retorted with an annoyed look.

"The probability of getting hallucinations is thirty percent!"

"It's not a matter of percentages!"

"What does it matter! Thanks to that, I made it in time. We even took down the monster easily. There's a saying, 'fight fire with fire,' right?"

Edward held his head in his hands. Why was this guy in such a hurry to die? Suppressing an explosion of emotion, he yelled at Ritz in a strained voice.

"What were you planning to do if something had happened!"

"If it happened, it happened! It's fine, I won the bet, didn't I?"

He was so dumbfounded he was speechless. What was he thinking, making a bet with his own life on the line…

But this time, he had been saved by Ritz's bet.

"Don't do anything so reckless again. You only have one life. You'll regret it."

To Edward's sigh-filled words, Ritz replied quietly.

"I know. I won't do it again."

There was no remorse in his voice. He would probably do the same thing again in the same situation. That was the kind of man Ritz was.

Edward quietly closed his eyes, calmed himself, and then slowly looked up.

He patted the shoulder of Ritz, who was silently staring at the monster's corpse. In the eyes of the turning Ritz, there was only a look of great relief.

Ritz had been desperate. At the risk of the lives of the people he might lose.

He had used the narcotic for that reason. Not for himself. It wouldn't do to stay angry forever.

"…You saved me. Thank you."

"Yeah."

Ritz took a deep breath and nodded.

"Now, let's clean this up."
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			Several dozen minutes later, the throne room was overflowing with injured soldiers from the army. It wasn't that it had become an aid station; it was just that everyone who came to report the situation to the king was wounded, creating a bizarre scene.

After hearing reports from various places, it seemed all the monsters in the courtyard had been dealt with, and any that had infiltrated other areas had also been defeated.

The soldiers who had gone to the Royal Guard barracks, the source of the incident, had not yet returned. But looking out from the balcony, he could see several people coming and going from the barracks, and it was bustling, so there probably wasn't a problem.

Ritz stood by Edward's side with an air of innocence. Everyone looked at this unfamiliar young man with suspicion.

But Altman, who had finally caught up, gave the king the deepest bow, then was the first to run to Ritz.

"Are you all right, Ritz-kun… I mean, Minister Alster."

"It's fine, just Ritz is okay."

It felt embarrassing to be called 'Minister' in this state.

"Then, Ritz-kun, you had a broken rib, but…?"

As expected of Altman, he was sharp. He asked another difficult question with a suspicious look on his face. But a joke like, 'It's healed now,' didn't seem like it would go over well.

"Ah, about that…"

He glanced at Edward beside him, whose eyes were cold. 'You brought this on yourself, so take the scolding,' his eyes said.

"This is hard to say, Altman… you took charge of the bottle of narcotics at the headquarters, right?"

"I did."

Ritz sighed at his puzzled face. It took courage to confess this situation to a drug investigation expert.

"That stuff… well… I kind of pilfered two pills…"

"That stuff? …Don't tell me you took it?"

Altman's eyes widened. Looking at his face, a mix of accusation and concern, there was absolutely no way to talk his way out of it.

"…Sorry."

He tried apologizing first, but Altman was left speechless. He was probably shocked and disgusted that someone on the side of cracking down on narcotics had used them.

"It was an emergency. I knew I wouldn't get addicted from one time, and I was able to save the king, so… you know?"

But Altman's shock was apparently not just for the reason Ritz thought.

"So… you moved around again after that?"

"…? Yeah, there was no pain, so…"

This time, Altman glared at Ritz with unconcealed anger.

"What were you thinking! Did you consider what would happen when the drug wore off?!"

At his furious outburst, not just Ritz but Edward also turned to look at Altman. He had thought it would probably hurt when the drug wore off, but he had never imagined being scolded with such vehemence.

"Altman, could you explain?"

With Ritz silent, Edward prompted Altman.

"Your Majesty, the Minister is a great fool."

"…I am aware of that."

Edward replied, half laughing. Ritz remained silent with a disgruntled face. *Yeah, yeah, I'm a great fool.* But Altman was completely serious.

"Did you think the state of your injury wouldn't progress while the drug was in effect? What's more, you rode a horse and even fought… The absence of pain is a terrifying thing. What your ribs and lungs must be like now… this humble servant cannot even imagine."

He couldn't find any words to say. So that was the reason his breathing had gotten a little difficult…

"So, Altman. If the drug were to wear off in this situation, what would happen to this fool?"

"He would most certainly lose consciousness. If a doctor sees him immediately, or if there is someone who can use reliable healing magic, his life might be saved, but I cannot even imagine the amount of blood loss."

Ritz sighed silently. All the doctors were out, and Anna was at home. There might be someone in the castle who could use healing magic, but with so many injured people, he couldn't just summon them.

"This is bad, isn't it… A life-or-death situation after the enemy's been dealt with…"

As he muttered, Edward looked at Ritz as if he'd suddenly remembered something.

"There is someone, Ritz. Someone who can use healing magic."

"No, they're probably busy right now, right?"

When Ritz mentioned what he had just been thinking, Edward shook his head.

"No, Anna should be here."

"What!"

Come to think of it, he had remembered on his way back. Knowing those two, they might have gotten caught up in this situation.

"Are they safe?"

Edward gasped as Ritz pressed him for an answer. He had finally realized the precariousness of the situation.

"Come to think of it, I haven't checked…"

"They didn't get caught up in it, did they? If Anna's here, Franz must be too. Who else is here? Patty?"

Edward, who had been listening silently to the rapid-fire questions, sighed.

"…The one with them is Greig."

Ritz turned pale. The two of them had incredibly bad timing. And if that reckless Greig was added to the mix, what would happen?

Could he only pray that they were safe?

Just then, a commotion arose at the entrance to the throne room. Several men stood there. In the midst of this disaster, their uninjured state and tidy attire were, on the contrary, out of place in the current throne room.

Everyone seemed to know who the men were, as no one stopped them. But Ritz didn't know who they were.

"Duke Walter…"

Altman muttered quietly.

"That's him?"

With three men who looked like nobles behind him, Walter advanced before the king. Ritz had known Walter nearly forty years ago, but his appearance had changed considerably since then. This didn't seem to be just due to age. Ritz warned Edward in a low voice.

"Be careful. It's highly likely that Marquis Walter is the mastermind."

"…I see."

Edward's brow furrowed. He was probably regretting it. Just like with Stewart, he had been betrayed by someone to whom he had shown mercy.

"Your Majesty. It has been a long time."

Kneeling before Edward, Walter bowed his head respectfully.

"…It has been a while, Marquis Walter. What business brings you here at a time like this?"

To Edward's cold voice, Marquis Walter raised his face with a smile.

"Your Majesty. I have come today to bid you farewell. This body is afflicted with illness, and I will not be able to hold on to life until spring."

His voice was calm. Like the still surface of a tranquil lake, without any hesitation, just quiet.

"I see…"

"I have come here to ask Your Majesty to grant me one last selfish wish."

Unlike the polite Walter, Edward's voice was consistently cold.

"Speak."

"Yes. Your Majesty, would you not grant the throne to one who carries the blood of Lord Richard?"

Every person in the throne room froze at those words. It was an blatant statement of rebellion against the king.

Edward had two older brothers, Stewart and Richard. Unlike Stewart, Richard, who had died on the battlefield, had several mistresses and children.

But they were supposed to be living peacefully as commoners, no longer holding titles of nobility.

"Unfortunately, it seems we have failed to take the life of His Highness Crown Prince Gerald…"

Saying this, Walter glanced at Ritz. This man knew everything. Kenny's investigation had been correct after all.

"I refuse."

"I imagine so. I knew you would say that."

Walter looked straight at Edward, then his eyes shifted to Ritz beside him.

"It is a strange thing… It has been many decades, and yet Your Majesty's right-hand man is with you, just as he was back then. It is as if time has stood still. It feels as if Lord Richard is admonishing me, telling me not to forget that battle."

What Walter's eyes reflected was probably the image of himself and Edward, who had stood against him to defeat Richard.

He remembered Walter from the past, the man he had fought. A man who had been saved by Prince Richard, who revered him and was more loyal than anyone. That man was now before him, so old that not even a shadow of his former self remained.

Come to think of it, someone had once said that his blind faith in Richard was similar to Ritz's trust in Edward.

As he stared at his aged enemy, Walter slowly averted his gaze from Ritz, even with a faint smile on his lips.

"Then, Your Majesty, farewell…"

As Walter said this, he took out a small bottle from his winter clothing and drank its contents in one gulp. The three men following him did the same.

"No! Everyone, get back!"

Edward stood up from the throne and shouted.

"They're turning into monsters!"

At Edward's words, the soldiers who had crowded into the throne room all stepped back at once. Altman and Ritz drew their swords and stood ready, shielding Edward's back.

"Something no one desires…"

Walter shouted as if wringing out the words and looked up to the heavens.

"But it is my unfulfilled dream!"

And yet, writhing in the pain that pierced his entire body, he uttered his final words with an ecstatic expression.

"His Highness Prince Richard! Now is the time I shall repay my debt to you!"

Simultaneously with his shout, the muscles all over his body began to writhe, and his transformation into a monster began. The sight of him becoming a writhing mass of flesh, like slithering snakes, was grotesque no matter how many times one saw it. And on top of that, since it was the raw liquid, the transformation was intense.

"Damn, four of them…"

Ritz took a step forward.

"Ritz-kun, you'll die!"

Altman shouted next to him. But Ritz's resolve did not waver. He had decided to stick with Edward to the end. He couldn't just throw everything away now, at the very end.

"I might not die, right?"

"It's reckless!"

"…I'll do what I can."

Eventually, the groans faded, and the monster turned its protruding eyes towards King Edward.

*Here it comes!*

Ritz readied his greatsword.

He could see the monster lock onto its target and flash a distorted grin. Its speed was unimaginable. He had to at least stop its legs…

The next moment, as Ritz was thinking this and glaring at the monster, the monster leaped high and kicked Ritz's body away. Altman was sent flying in the same way.

"Damn it! Is Ed his only target?!"

He tried to get up and rush to Edward's side. It was only a few meters to Edward. But the next moment, he realized something was wrong with him.

He couldn't… muster any strength.

And then it finally hit him. The monster's kick just now had landed squarely on him. The effect of the narcotic had numbed the pain, so he hadn't noticed.

The soldiers who were in the throne room were confronting the monster as it headed towards the king. Altman had also gotten up and was swinging his sword again.

But their blades couldn't cut the monster, and red blood splattered. At this rate, Edward's life was in danger.

And yet, here he was. He couldn't even get close, let alone stand up.

There was no pain at all, yet his legs were trembling and wouldn't listen to him. His whole body felt heavy, as if paralyzed, and he couldn't move.

He managed to stand up through sheer willpower, but he couldn't hold it, and Ritz collapsed to his knees. Suddenly, his breathing became difficult.

Come to think of it, he remembered his ribs were broken. It must have pierced his lung. His breathing became ragged, and unable to hold it back, he vomited up the liquid that welled up inside him.

It was a large amount of blood. The blood dripping from his mouth stained his hand, which was on the floor.

"Damn it… at a time like this…"

Even his voice came out weakly. Was it hopeless? Could he not even save Edward… his best friend…?

The monster was gradually closing in on Edward. The soldiers were no match for it. Something… couldn't something be done?

"Ed…!"

He felt like he was going crazy with desperation. But the situation suddenly changed.

"You monster, I will never permit you to approach my husband, the one and only king of this country, in that filthy form."

It was a dignified woman's voice. A slender long dress, a silver tiara, rich flaxen hair… There was no mistaking that figure.

"…Patty…"

To Edward's and Ritz's mutterings, Patricia smiled serenely.

"Who do you think I am? Years may have passed, but I am the daughter of the great general, Gerald Morgan. Did you think I was such a coward as to cower in fear of a mere monster and hide in the palace? Edy, Ritz."

At the sudden appearance of the woman, the monster let out a particularly high-pitched roar. Its instincts must have sensed the danger of this woman, as it tried to head towards her. But Patricia showed no sign of panic.

"I heard about this thing's weakness from Greig and Anna. My strategy is flawless."

Patricia raised a staff that shone with the same silver as her tiara.

"O free spirits of the wind, who soar through the heavens, answer my call and grant me your power."

As if in response to her voice, the many windows lining both sides shattered all at once, and a fierce wind blew in.

That fierce wind, as if it were Patricia's loyal servant, swirled around her.

Patricia was a wind spirit user.

"Seal the wicked, [Wind Vortex]!"

The wind, now under Queen Patricia's control, carrying countless shards of glass, surrounded all four monsters at once. Gripped by an unknown terror, the monsters panicked and screamed.

This technique was something Patty had created by modifying a defensive skill called Wind Shield. It prevented attacks from within from passing through to the outside of the vortex. The monsters trapped inside, in their confusion, began to fight amongst themselves.

Their ugliness and cruelty were almost too much to watch. Once they took that form, they no longer retained any human reason. It was hard to believe they had once been human.

"How pathetic. This is what you get for trying to lay a hand on my Edy."

Patricia muttered, her arms crossed as she looked down on the monsters. Edward, who heard her, gave a wry smile. Some things about her hadn't changed since she was young.

Confirming that the monsters were sealed, Patricia ordered the person behind her.

"Hurry, I can't hold it for long."

From behind Patricia, Anna emerged. With a pale face, Anna placed the water basin she was holding on the floor and shouted.

"Please, Water Dragon!"

The water in the basin shone brightly, and from it, a giant dragon appeared. It was Anna's specialty, the Water Dragon.

"Water Dragon, please…"

Anna hesitated for a moment, and as if searching for something, as if seeking help, she looked around. From Anna's expression, Ritz understood what she was about to do.

She was going to end the lives of those monsters with the Water Dragon.

Anna had never used her spirit magic in such a way before. Even if they were monsters, they were originally human. She was afraid of taking their lives.

But in this situation, if Anna didn't do it, there was no one else who could finish off the monsters. If she hesitated and set the monsters free again, everyone here would be drowned in a sea of blood.

Eventually, Anna noticed Ritz, kneeling in a pool of blood. At his obviously perilous state, Anna's green eyes widened to their limit.

He wanted to tell her he was fine, not to worry, but he couldn't speak.

Seeing Ritz like that, Anna closed her eyes. And when she opened them next, there was resolve in them.

Anna bit her lip and looked up at the Water Dragon with a face full of determination and sorrow.

"Water Dragon, please… stop those monsters' breathing!"

The Water Dragon, while roaring, dove into the wind vortex from above. It wrapped itself around the faces of the monsters, who were unable to move inside the vortex, and sealed their mouths and noses with its water.

Stopping their breathing… As long as the monsters were living creatures, however twisted, it would be effective. As expected, the monsters, their breathing stopped by the Water Dragon, were struggling and suffering.

"I'm sorry…"

He thought he heard Anna's pained voice, small and faint.

Before the stunned soldiers, the roaring, swirling wind vortex, just as Patricia had said, did not last long and disappeared.

Next, the Water Dragon tossed the monsters aside. The monsters, powerless, had been suffocated to death by the Water Dragon. Their strangely frozen faces were twisted and blackened in agony.

There lay the unexpectedly tragic end of the men who had turned themselves into monsters to overthrow the king and destabilize the country.

If they had known it would end like this, they could have avoided wasting their lives.

He saw Anna, who had sent the Water Dragon back, cover her face. Regret, or sorrow… Ritz couldn't tell.

*It's over…*

The moment he thought that, a sharp pain shot through him. The pain from his entire body ran through him all at once. His vision lost its clarity and became slightly hazy.

The narcotic had worn off.

In too much pain, he had no strength in his hands and collapsed to the floor. His breathing was difficult. He tried to curl his body to endure the pain, but he choked.

As he coughed, blood flowed out endlessly, and he couldn't even breathe in…

"Ritz-kun! Get a hold of yourself!"

"Ritz!"

Mixed with Edward's and Altman's shouts, he heard Anna's voice, like a cry mixed with a scream, in his fading consciousness.

"Ritz! Don't die! Please!"

The pain was excruciating, and his breathing was labored, yet for some reason, his vision became hazy and white, and he felt a sense of comfort.

There was no fear at all; on the contrary, he was rather calm.

"Ritz, I don't want you to die!"

Anna's cry struck a chord in his chest, but now that the series of incidents caused to secure the king's succession was all settled, he had no regrets or impatience in dying.

He had stuck with Edward from the beginning to the end of his reign. He had no lingering attachment to his own future, which had nothing left to lose.

This was fine. He could be at peace now.

He realized that a part of him was thinking this.

◇　　　◇　　　◇

Franz awoke in a bed. He tried to get up, but his back hurt so much he couldn't move.

"You're finally awake."

Looking toward the voice, he saw a bed next to his, and there was Greig. Greig's arm was wrapped in bandages, and his leg was also fixed with bandages.

This injury, Greig's condition… So, did they really defeat that monster…?

Franz pressed his head. Was he dreaming? He had unknowingly voiced the thought.

"…A dream?"

"It's not a dream, it's reality. It's already been three days since then."

"Three days…"

"Yeah. This is my room in the palace."

Looking around, he saw that it certainly wasn't his own room, nor was it a cramped hospital. Two beds were placed in a spacious room.

"The Royal Guardsmen brought Franz here with me. They said they couldn't possibly take a friend of the royal family to a different aid station."

Franz looked around again. The other person who should have been there was gone.

"…Was Anna safe?"

To Franz, who was looking around worriedly, Greig nodded.

"She's fine. While we were out of it, she and Grandmother saved Grandfather from the monsters."

"! With the Queen?"

Franz asked Greig what had happened while he was asleep. He was well-informed, having heard information from various people who came to visit.

About the monsters, about the regular soldiers who faced them head-on, about Edward's and Ritz's battle, even about Gerald's drug syndicate annihilation operation, Greig's information was wide-ranging.

Among them, what he spoke of most enthusiastically was Anna's exploits. According to his story, it seemed that after that, Anna had played a major role against the four monsters that attacked the king.

But, even though the incident was over, she hadn't once shown her face in this room.

He also heard about what happened to the barracks where they had been.

After a new recruit from the Royal Guard unit that arrived later confirmed that all the monsters were dead, several of them had carried Franz and Greig here.

Meanwhile, Battalion Commander Boyd, whose wounds had been healed by Anna, led the remaining guards out to the courtyard and fought the remaining monsters.

"The monsters… they were all soldiers from the Royal Guard."

Franz froze at Greig's quiet murmur.

"They were made to ingest a narcotic mixed into their food. They couldn't be turned back into humans, so they had to be killed…"

Then the monsters Franz had killed were once human.

"Then the ones I killed were…"

"…Yeah. They were people from the Royal Guard."

Franz fought back the nausea welling up inside him. Ritz's words came back to him.

*'My sword, your flames, Anna's Water Dragon. They all have the ability to kill people. But by using them correctly, they can protect lives.'*

It was true. This power of Franz's could kill people. But without this power, he couldn't have saved Greig, Anna, or Boyd.

If the monsters had managed to enter the palace, the people inside wouldn't have been saved either.

Using his power was the right thing to do.

But was this what it meant to protect lives in a life-or-death battle…? To take lives in this way…?

The pride of having protected them and the terror of having killed people mixed together in a jumble in his heart. Franz trembled at his own power.

He placed a hand on his chest and felt the [Fire Dragon] there.

*This is a battle to protect…*

To protect what is important, one must defeat the opponent without hesitation to survive.

A battle to live, a battle to let others live.

As Franz fell silent, Greig spun his words as if he had no intention of letting him hear.

"The platoon leader who often played with me, the guardsman who secretly taught me swordsmanship, they were among them. I didn't know anything. I just thought, if it's a monster, defeat it, if it's an enemy, just cut it down…"

Franz intentionally didn't interrupt Greig's words. He had a way of thinking similar to Franz's… he felt.

"I was wrong. I have to make my own decisions based on what's best. Taking lives or saving them, it all starts from there. That's why I have to be strong…"

"Yeah, I get it."

He had to be strong, to be able to accept the death of the opponent, and the terror of his own power. By being bewildered, by running away in fear, he could lose what was important.

"What I was proud of was the illusion of my own strength. I'm not strong at all. If I had been alone, I would have died."

Greig stared at the palm of his hand, then clenched it into a fist with force.

"I want to become strong. Like my grandfather, so I can carry the nation on my back, I want to acquire true strength."

Something inside Greig was starting to change. Franz's heart was also starting to change slightly. He felt like something might be starting from here.

When he suddenly looked up, he noticed Greig looking at him with a serious face.

"What?"

"I'm sorry for picking fights with you until now. You saved my life."

"It's not like I saved you because I wanted to."

He just didn't want this country to fall into chaos. There was no need for Greig to feel personally indebted to him. In the first place, Franz found Greig difficult.

At Franz's indifferent reply, Greig got up from the bed.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Nothing…"

"You saved a prince, you know? Don't you want some kind of reward or something?"

"I don't need it."

"Are you selfless?"

"No. I just don't want to get personally involved with you. It's a pain."

At Franz's indifferent reply, Greig looked annoyed for a moment, then smiled faintly.

"Well, whatever. It doesn't have to be now. I'll definitely repay this debt."

"I told you, I don't need it."

"Even if you don't need it, I've decided to force this debt on you."

"Don't force your debts on people."

What a strange prince. Troublesome and selfish. He had a feeling that getting involved with someone like this would lead to nothing good. Despite showing his extreme displeasure, Greig was as cool as a cucumber.

Franz let out a big sigh and sank into the bed. His body was still tired. He didn't need any gratitude, he just wanted to be allowed to sleep a little longer.

When he closed his eyes, Greig laughed with a voice like a child who had played a prank. Curious, he opened his eyes to see Greig sitting up in bed, looking at him.

"You, make sure you're free in about thirty years."

"Huh?"

He didn't know what he was talking about. When Franz asked back suspiciously, Greig laughed with the face of a mischievous boy.

"When I become king, I'll give Franz the same position as Ritz."

Which means… a minister?

He remembered Ritz coming home from work and collapsing onto the bed in his underwear, and grimaced. He didn't want to do something so troublesome.

"No way, it's a pain."

"I've already decided."

"…Don't decide for me."

It suddenly occurred to him that Ritz might have been in a similar situation when he became a minister.

Come to think of it, what had happened to Ritz?

"What happened to Ritz?"

At Franz's abrupt question, Greig rolled over onto his side.

"After annihilating the drug syndicate, he rushed back to the castle and protected Grandfather. But he broke a rib, bled a lot, was unconscious, it was apparently a huge mess. They said there was a pool of Ritz's blood in the throne room."

Franz turned pale. In that situation, Franz would definitely be dead.

"So, Ritz is…"

Greig sighed.

"Unfortunately…"

"Don't tell me…"

As Franz's vision went dark, Greig grinned at him.

"He's alive. The doctor and Anna were by his side nursing him the whole time."

All the tension drained out of him, and Franz sank into the bed. That Greig, once he was able to move, he would get some kind of revenge, he swore in his heart.

"Ah, I was wrong…"

Greig, who muttered in a resigned voice, rolled over and turned to face Franz.

"My rival wasn't Franz, it was Ritz. I wonder if I was challenging the wrong person. But I've lost to Ritz, so I have to give up."

"…Huh?"

It seemed he was talking about Anna.

"Anna doesn't come to visit, you know, not just me but Franz too. She must like Ritz more than us."

So that was why he was sulking. What an incomprehensible guy, whether he had learned his lesson or not.

After a while of mutual silence, Greig called Franz's name as if he had made up his mind.

"Franz, I have a favor to ask."

Greig said this with a serious gaze, a stark contrast to before.

"What?"

When he answered bluntly, Greig replied without being discouraged.

"Be my friend."

"…Why?"

When he looked back at Greig, he saw his light blue eyes looking straight at him. He noticed for the first time that he had the exact same expression as Edward.

He felt that his seriousness was apparent there, and Franz sat up in bed.

"I'm a common citizen. As a member of the royal family, don't you have friends who are suitable for you?"

"If it's just about royal socializing, the people in the castle are enough. But they don't see me as me, as an individual. If I'm always affirmed as royalty no matter what, I'll become a person who can't reflect on my own mistakes again. I've learned my lesson this time."

Greig bit his lip with a pained expression. After a moment of silence, Greig looked up again.

"I want to be someone who can look at myself so I'm not looked down upon by my grandfather, my father, or Ritz anymore. I will become strong in the true sense. Stronger than anyone. For that, I need your harsh eyes, Franz, who is a commoner and doesn't treat me specially."

What a clean-cut guy. He couldn't be like this. The person who could admit their own weakness and bow their head to move forward was truly the strongest.

But in truth, Franz wanted to be like this too. To be a clean-cut person who could learn from their mistakes and ask for guidance from others.

"I understand, Greig. But I'm this kind of person too. I'm not necessarily right."

"I'm sure. You definitely don't fit in with society."

"Shut up. But since we're both lacking, we might be able to complement each other."

"Lacking, huh… that sounds pathetic."

"Still, it might be of some help."

Greig reached out his hand. Franz also reached out and slapped his palm. A clean, crisp sound echoed.

"Deal's done, then."

"I guess. But if you do something outrageous, I'll break the deal."

"That's harsh. If I do something outrageous, isn't that when it's your turn to step in, Franz?"

"…Still a pain…"

Had he been too hasty? As Franz let out a small sigh, the door was suddenly opened without a knock. As if light had shone in from there, a woman bathed in light jumped in.

"Oh, Franz, you're awake!"

Patricia, who had suddenly entered, said dramatically, rushed over to Franz, and took his hand.

"Thank you, Franz. For saving my stupid grandson. I'm sure he's learned his lesson now. Right, Greig?"

Greig protested with a pout.

"That's a cruel way to put it, Grandmother."

"Oh, dear… the more foolish the child, the cuter they are."

From behind Patricia, Gerald peeked his head out. He was covered in wounds, but he was smiling gently.

Franz let out a deep breath and sank into the bed.

Something might be starting from here… he could honestly think so.

And that made him just a little bit happy.
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			Four days had passed since the uproar at the castle, and in the early morning, Anna was walking towards a grassy area just outside the royal palace. In the silent castle, only the sound of Anna's footsteps echoed.

She blew warm breath onto her hands, numb from the cold air, and rubbed them together. It was a little warmer than doing nothing, but it wasn't enough to warm up her chilled hands.

Though it was gradually getting lighter, it was still dark outside. It would probably be a little while until sunrise. In the dim light, Anna shivered slightly. The time before dawn was the coldest part of the day.

Slipping out through a gap in the wall in a corner of the castle, she found herself outside. Looking back, the massive royal castle loomed blackly, but ahead, she could only see a grassy field overgrown with weeds and the sky.

It was on top of a cliff, inaccessible from the sea, a small secret plaza that could only be reached through an exit in the palace. Only Edward, Ritz, Shasta, and Patricia knew of that exit.

Edward had told her it was a perfect place to come and rest secretly when he was tired from his work in the castle.

Anna once again breathed on her hands and rubbed them together. By doing so, she wanted to dispel her anxiety, even if just a little.

The occasional glimpses of Ritz's anguish, and his troubles that overlapped with her own… they had been slowly accumulating inside Anna like sediment.

But Anna didn't know what to do about it. Ritz wouldn't tell her anything, even though she was supposed to be his companion, and he wouldn't say anything to Franz either. He just kept it locked away inside himself and put on a cheerful face.

That turned into a small sadness within Anna. Anna trusted Ritz. She took Ritz's words at face value to the point where even he was exasperated with her.

But even Anna could feel Ritz's anguish. And she knew that his smile was not from the heart.

Even if he told her not to worry, she couldn't help but be concerned about those dark eyes he had when he was drinking alone. Ritz probably didn't even realize she felt that way.

For Ritz right now, the only person he could confide in was probably his best friend, Edward.

Anna was a child, a novice, naive, and meddlesome. Her spirit magic was half-baked, and she was, to put it nicely, not a useful companion for Ritz.

But Anna loved Ritz. She thought of him as a precious companion. That's why she wanted to know, and why she wanted to be a source of strength for him.

Last night, Anna, holding an unplaceable, circling anguish, had cornered Edward, who had come to visit Ritz, and confessed the worries she had been carrying.

Edward had been surprised at first by Anna's thoughts, but he had eventually smiled gently and told Anna about the man named Ritz.

Ritz was carrying loneliness.

And it was a thousand years of loneliness…

Having lost his best friend, lost his own place to return to, and yet, a loneliness that continued for hundreds of years with nowhere to go. Because of that, he took his own life lightly and rushed towards death.

Whether he lived for hundreds of years or died now, living on after losing everything important made no difference. In that case, wouldn't it be happier to just die now?

Ritz saw it that way, Edward had said with a lonely smile.

Perhaps Edward, just like Anna, was holding a similar, helpless turmoil in his heart.

Even for Edward, not being able to make his beloved best friend smile must be sad. Edward and Anna were vastly different in age and status, but she thought anyone would feel the same.

Then Edward had also told her about Ritz's words and actions over the past few months.

How he had made a self-deprecating statement about dying for Gerald, how he had come to the castle even at the cost of his own life by taking the narcotic… and so on.

Hearing that, Anna understood.

Ritz had indeed smiled just before losing consciousness. She thought she might have been mistaken, but it was true after all. Ritz had smiled with great satisfaction.

Yes. Ritz's smile then was one of satisfaction at being able to die.

Wasn't that, though passive, the same as suicide? Ritz saw his own life as something insignificant.

But that was just too sad.

Because Anna would be lonely without Ritz, and she loved the Ritz who was always talking about silly things, the Ritz who teased Franz, the gluttonous Ritz, and the Ritz who argued with Edward.

Franz probably trusted Ritz too. He was expressionless, not very sociable in many ways, and surprisingly sarcastic, but even Anna could understand that much.

But did Ritz not understand?

And did he not remember?

That Anna might also come to bear the same troubles as Ritz.

The sea breeze blew up the cliff, stirring Anna's hair. Anna shielded herself from the wind with both arms. The cold wind felt like it was cutting her cheeks.

Slowly lowering the arms that had protected her, she slowly walked up the slope. The top of the slope must be a slightly wider space.

When she came out onto a wide grassy field, a faintly bright, pre-dawn blue horizon and the contrast of green from the leaves, hardened to withstand the cold, spread out before her.

It was beautiful.

The cold, clear place looked like a pure space, untouched by anything. It was beautiful and clear, but somehow, there was no sign of life, and it felt a little lonely.

Ritz was in that cold, clear scenery.

Anna couldn't see the face of Ritz, who was lying on his back. But his slightly long black hair was swaying in the sea breeze.

Was he looking at the dark sky? Or was he listening to the sound of the tide?

Anna let out a small sigh. Even during their journey, Ritz would sometimes be alone like this. When she woke up in the middle of the night, the eyes of Ritz, who was staring blankly at the flames, were empty, as if he wasn't seeing anything.

On their journey, she had always thought it was because he was sleepy or tired, but now that she had heard about the darkness of loneliness from Edward, that figure felt like he was suppressing his loneliness.

She had always seen the bright, cheerful, and fun Ritz, so that made it even sadder.

Anna slowly started walking towards Ritz. Even though he had been unconscious until yesterday, as soon as he was able to move this morning, Ritz had disappeared somewhere.

A frantic Anna had turned to Edward for help. To the anxious Anna, Edward had told her where Ritz would likely be.

At that time, the words Edward had said to Anna stuck with her.

Edward had told Anna, 'If anyone can save Ritz from his loneliness, it might be you.'

But Anna, who was not taken seriously by Ritz and was thought of as a troublesome child who needed looking after, probably couldn't pull Ritz out of his loneliness.

But, even so, she wanted to talk to Ritz. Probably the one who could understand Ritz's troubles the most in this castle right now was Anna.

Because Anna… just like Ritz, might have to live a lonely future with no end in sight.

"Ritz."

She called out to the still-lying Ritz, and he slowly, listlessly, sat up. The moment their eyes met and he realized it was Anna, Ritz's expression changed completely. He had switched to the Ritz of their journey.

"What, it's you, Anna."

Shrugging his shoulders with a wry smile, Ritz adjusted the winter garment he had draped over his shoulders. Since he hadn't been able to go home since that incident, Ritz was wearing the winter garment over that military uniform.

He probably couldn't just wear the hospital pajamas. Underneath the sloppily worn military uniform, a state that was far from fully recovered, Anna knew.

His chest was wrapped tightly with bandages, and the various large and small wounds covering his body were almost untouched. Because saving his life had been the priority, his wounds hadn't been treated until he regained consciousness.

"What's wrong? What are you doing here?"

Ritz smiled at Anna with his usual cheerful smile. He was pushing himself, even though he wasn't in a condition to be moving yet. It must be painful even to smile.

"I was looking for you. You can't be up yet, you're not healed at all."

She sat down quietly next to Ritz, and while feeling the cold grass beneath her, she looked straight into his eyes and told him.

She was truly worried about Ritz. But Ritz, as if nothing had happened, replied with his usual transcendental smile.

"My bad, my bad. I'll be back in a bit, so you go on ahead."

"But…"

"It's cold out here. If you catch a cold, Patty will scold me."

Even though he was smiling. Even though it was his usual cheerful smile, Ritz was completely rejecting Anna's presence here.

Was it because he wasn't back to his usual self yet? She could faintly see through to what was in Ritz's heart.

Anna was a nuisance. He was feeling, 'leave me alone,' 'go away.'

If that was the case, he should just say so. There was no need to hide it deep in his heart like this.

"Why… aren't you being honest…"

She unintentionally muttered. The sound of the tide drowned out Anna's voice, and Ritz was still smiling.

"What's wrong?"

At his usual cheerful attitude, Anna felt a sense of helplessness and anger. The sadness of not being trusted as a companion welled up as anger.

Pushing himself, telling nothing but lies, and then trying to die on his own was wrong.

Did no one's words reach Ritz's heart? How could her heart reach his closed one?

"Ritz, you're always like this."

"Huh?"

"You're always, always deceiving me and everyone else like this, closing your heart with a smile."

"Anna?"

Ritz's voice was troubled. He was perfectly, as a guardian, worried about Anna, with a smile on his face.

His attitude made her sadness and anger overflow.

"…Are you going to live like that forever, Ritz?"

"What's going on? Did something happen?"

To the trembling Anna, Ritz returned from his smile to a serious face, looking bewildered.

"What's wrong with you, Anna? This isn't like you."

"Not like me…?"

"Yeah. Did something happen? I'll listen if you want."

Ritz looked at Anna with concern.

Did Ritz realize? That his concern came from a sense of duty, because Anton had entrusted Anna to him, and not because he was genuinely worried about Anna.

Right now, Ritz was dominated by the regret of not being able to die and by his loneliness.

"It is like me. It's very much like me!"

"Anna?"

"I'm always like me! But you're different, Ritz. You're not smiling from the heart right now. You're trying to shoo me away with a smile because I'm bothering you."

When she said that firmly, looking into his eyes, Ritz's gaze wavered slightly. But in an instant, he shrugged his shoulders and smiled as usual.

"That's not what I meant. I just thought it would be bad to let you catch a cold."

"Liar. You're always deceiving everyone like that, and you're okay with it, Ritz?"

"What's gotten into you?"

Ritz scratched his head, looking bewildered. He wouldn't be fooled by that. She wanted to talk to the real Ritz that she could faintly see.

"Are you going to just die on your own, leaving behind your companions and important people? Are you okay with that?"

At Anna's earnest question, Ritz quietly clicked his tongue.

"Was it Ed?"

"Yeah."

"He talks too much…"

Ritz muttered quietly. His attitude made her anger well up even more.

Anna was certainly Ritz's ward. Her adoptive father had asked him, so there was no mistake. But on the day they set out on their journey, Ritz should have told her. That from now on, they were companions.

And yet now, for Ritz, both Anna and Franz had become troublesome wards. Ritz's companions now were Edward and Patricia.

That was frustrating.

"I heard a lot from Ed-san. But it wasn't to pry into your business, Ritz. It was necessary for me. It's not like Edward-san was tattling or anything."

"Anna, what are you trying to say?"

Ritz scratched his head, looking even more bewildered. He probably thought he could still deceive her somehow. She could tell from his composed attitude.

But she wouldn't be fooled today.

"Ritz, you're disappointed, aren't you?"

"…About what?"

"That the head army doctor and I saved you."

For a moment, Ritz was at a loss for words, but he quickly returned to his smile.

"Huh? What are you talking about? I'm grateful. As expected of a water spirit user."

Ritz looked at Anna, still with his usual smile. His large palm rested on her head, as it always did.

If Anna had returned the smile and said, as she usually did, 'Eheheh. Right? I'm glad you're okay, Ritz,' everything would have been as before.

As before, Anna would have remained Ritz's ward, a distant stranger to whom he told nothing of the truth.

But she was tired of it. She wanted to step into Ritz's true feelings. She wanted to become true companions.

"Ritz, you're a liar. You've been lying to me all this time."

"What's gotten into you? You're being really confrontational today. Are you hungry? We still have a while until breakfast, want me to share some of my food?"

Another one of his usual light jokes. Ritz was determined to deceive Anna, who had heard Edward's story, in this state.

Anna bit her lip. She didn't know how to break Ritz's completely unflappable mask. Because she didn't know, her sadness turned to irritation. Her emotions were getting the better of her.

"I will never forgive you."

"Forgive what, exactly?"

Ritz sighed and scratched his head. She stared back into his eyes. Anna stared fixedly at his dark brown eyes, which she had rarely looked at so intently before.

Ritz tried to look away from her, but Anna didn't want to let him escape anymore. She forcibly cupped Ritz's face with both hands and turned it towards her.

"Ritz, you were trying to die then. When I saw you, you looked so happy. Even though you knew you were going to die."

"…Hey, hey. Anna?"

Ritz replied in a cheerful tone, but she could see the brightness gradually fading from his eyes. It was scary, but she felt that if she stayed silent now, it would be the end.

The precious relationship Anna had with Ritz.

"You were happy to die, weren't you? You were satisfied, weren't you?"

The wind from the sea coldly caressed the cheeks of the two, who had fallen silent. The morning wind was crisp and pleasant, a feeling she usually loved. But now, the wind just felt bitingly cold.

"You were thinking you'd rather die than be left alone after Ed-san and the others die, right? But that's cowardly!"

Without a word, Ritz removed Anna's hands from his cheeks and turned his face away. To that, Anna threw her words at him emotionally.

"That's just too sly! If you die, Ritz, Ed-san and the others will be sad, right? Are you okay with inflicting pain on the people you love, as long as you don't suffer yourself? That's cowardly!"

Ritz let out a small sigh. He was probably still thinking about how to get rid of Anna. But she wasn't going to give him that time.

"Isn't that right?! Answer me, Ritz!"

She stared at him, waiting for his words. After a while, Ritz let out a small sigh that was close to resignation.

"…So, you're getting involved with me because you can't stand to see Ed and the others sad?"

His tone was dismissive. Like the Ritz who had been pretending to be a mercenary, his words lacked warmth and softness.

"Your favorite meddling has started again."

"It's not meddling…"

"If it's not meddling, then what is it?"

"Huh…?"

Stared at by Ritz's cold, condescending eyes, Anna couldn't move.

"Ed and my problem is ours. When my life ends is my business. If I want to live, I'll live, and if I want to die, I'll die. There's no room for your meddling."

After saying that, Ritz brought his face close to Anna, who was sitting next to him. Ritz's eyes, staring at her from up close, were as cold as ice.

Right in front of the gasping Anna, Ritz quietly threw words at her that were close to a final farewell.

"I don't know what Ed told you, but don't force your meddling into my life. I've had enough of you getting deeply involved in my life and death just for your own pleasure or displeasure."

With that, Ritz pulled back slightly and lightly flicked Anna's nose.

"I have no intention of satisfying your meddling."

After his cold words, Ritz turned his face away from Anna as before. His gaze was fixed on the horizon, where the sun had not yet risen.

Anna clenched her fists. Ritz had said she was a companion, hadn't he? He had said Edward, Shasta, and Patricia were also old companions.

So were the old companions precious, and Anna just a meddlesome stranger?

"Ritz…"

"Now, go home. If you're not there when dawn breaks, the head army doctor will worry. Leave me alone."

"But…"

"Forget what just happened. I'll be my usual self at breakfast."

Ritz was still trying to pretend nothing had happened. He was trying to deceive himself. The thought of it made her angry.

"I won't leave you alone! Even if you hate it, Ritz, I won't leave you!"

When she declared that, Ritz clicked his tongue. Even if cold words came from Ritz again, Anna absolutely did not want to give up.

If he called it meddling, then fine, it was meddling. She wanted to hear the words of the Ritz she loved. She wanted to understand him so he could truly smile.

"Because I'm your companion, Ritz!"

"I know that."

"You don't know! I'm your companion, Ritz! I can understand your suffering!"

When she declared that, staring at Ritz, he muttered quietly.

"…Like you could understand…"

The slowly turning Ritz had none of his usual brightness, put on with cheerfulness. The same eyes he had when he was drinking alone, with darkness lying at the bottom of his deep, dark brown pupils.

"Like you could ever understand. Go back to the castle."

At his words, which were almost spat out, Anna flinched for a moment. But if she stopped here, it would all be for nothing.

"I do understand."

"Because you're a companion? Don't talk like you know. There's no way a happy-go-lucky meddler like you could ever understand how I feel."

"I do understand! The one who doesn't understand anything is you, Ritz!"

She had meant to be calm, but her tone had become rough.

"What exactly do you understand? You, a kid."

Ritz stared at her. Irritation grew more than fear. She wanted to tell Ritz, but it was frustrating that it wasn't getting through.

"Ritz, you're from the spirit tribe, right? Your lifespan is set at a thousand years."

"So what?"

"Your father and mother are in the forest, and you can eventually go back there, right?"

"Hah. Are you telling me to spend my life hiding in the forest with parents who have the same lifespan? Are you saying that's what it means not to be lonely? If I hide, will my loneliness be healed?"

"That's not it!"

"Then what is it? What are you trying to say?"

With his cold eyes still fixed on her, Ritz was, to be honest, a little scary. For a moment, she understood how an enemy glared at by Ritz felt.

But she wasn't an enemy; she was supposed to be a companion. That's why she wanted to get closer. To understand each other.

Because Anna thought she could surely understand Ritz. That thought pushed her forward.

"I'll return your words right back to you, Ritz. A happy, selfish person like you could never understand me!"

She stared back at Ritz with all her strength.

"You'll be lonely? You'll die because you'll be alone? You don't even think about the people you care about, you're selfish, and you're being spoiled, aren't you?"

"You!"

"It's ridiculous! You're the happy, selfish, and spoiled one, Ritz! And yet you don't even realize it and blame others. You call me a child? You've got to be kidding me! You're much more of a child, Ritz!"

"…What did you say? Say that again."

For the first time, she had her raw emotions thrown at her by Ritz. But she couldn't stop anymore.

"You don't even look back at your own happiness, and you just keep crying about dying, that's what I said is being spoiled!"

"Don't be ridiculous!"

To the enraged Ritz, Anna shouted.

"The loneliness you're carrying isn't just yours, is it!"

"What?"

"It's my loneliness! Don't you be the only one with a pitiful face!"

Ritz frowned, as if he had heard something unexpected. Anna let out a deep breath.

"I don't have real parents. In a few dozen years, my human adoptive father will die too! I'll be alone!"

"…"

She felt like crying. She felt like crying, and so the words wouldn't stop.

"You know how long your lifespan is, Ritz. You have a place to go back to. But I don't even know what I am. I might just keep aging at half the speed of a human…"

Anna looked down.

"I might stop aging altogether midway. I don't know what my race is! I don't know when I'll die, or how long I can live!"

As she spoke, she realized. The loneliness and the unknown fear that had settled deep within her without her noticing.

"After my adoptive father dies, and Franz and Ed-san die, and Joe dies, and all my friends and companions… and you die too, Ritz, if I end up living forever alone, what should I do?"

Anna grabbed Ritz's clothes.

"Hey! Answer me! Would I be happy if I committed passive suicide like you? Or should I end my own life in front of everyone before I lose them? Like you, Ritz! If I stabbed myself in the chest in front of you saying 'I don't want to be alone,' would you be okay with that?! Would you think 'I'm glad she's dead'?!"

Ritz silently lowered his eyes. She could see a deep regret in them. Ritz had probably forgotten about Anna's lifespan. That's why he could only think about himself being crushed by loneliness.

"I have a mask of being cheerful, happy-go-lucky, and naive too. You of all people know the me from Vishnu, right, Ritz?"

Ritz nodded slightly. Ritz had seen Anna acting like an adult as a caretaker for the children. Anna couldn't stop her words anymore. She continued to speak her jumbled thoughts, driven by emotion.

"Usually, it's not a mask, I'm really like that. I get to experience so many things, everything is surprising, and every day is so much fun. But there are times when I intentionally act, you know. You've probably… already forgotten, though."

Anna let out a deep breath and relaxed her shoulders. Ritz remained looking down, not raising his face.

"I haven't always thought about these things. But every time you think about death, Ritz, I'm forced to confront my own loneliness. Every time I witness someone's death, I get lost. Even if it's the death of a human who's become a monster."

Her voice became a whisper at the end. She had brought an enemy to their death. It was necessary, and she couldn't help it, but it weighed heavily on her.

"You and I are the same, Ritz. We'll both encounter a lot of death. Because we have long lives."

Ritz had been silently turned away from her, gazing at the sea, for a while now. The twilight of the pre-dawn sea was gradually beginning to dye the ocean.

"But I don't want to die on my own, holding onto memories. I want to live. To live, I want to live my life to the fullest right now. I want to live, holding onto lots and lots of happy memories."

The waves quietly lapped at the shore below. Only that sound filled the space.

"Ritz…"

She peeked at his face from the side, but his expression didn't change. Were her words still not reaching him?

Anna quietly sat back down, hugged her knees, and silently stared at the dimly lit horizon, just like Ritz.

How much silence had passed? They were both at a loss for what to say next. She wanted to say something, but she couldn't… Anna just stared at Ritz's face.

Unconsciously, a word slipped from her lips.

"Would I not be good enough…"

"Huh?"

Ritz looked up. His eyes, wavering with confusion, looked lonely.

"Could I not live with you, Ritz?"

"Anna…"

Anna looked straight into his eyes.

"If it's painful to live alone, I'll be with you forever, Ritz. I don't know how long we can live, we won't know until we try, but I can surely be with you longer than any of our companions. I can hold onto the memories of Ed-san, Shasta-san, and the Queen so you don't lose them."

She slowly stretched out her legs, which had been hugged, onto the cold grass and slowly looked up at Ritz.

"I think it would be fun no matter where we went, as long as I'm with you, Ritz. I don't know if I can be like Ed-san or Patty-sama, but I think you're very important to me, Ritz. You're a beloved companion, you know?"

"Anna…"

Ritz quietly called Anna's name. It was a faint voice, the likes of which she had never heard before. Anna looked back at him.

"I want to carry your loneliness with you. I want to live with you."

It was Anna's heartfelt answer.

"So, could you entrust me with the choice of dying because you don't want to be lonely? I'll keep it safe inside me…"

Before she could finish, Ritz had pulled her into a tight embrace.

"Hey, that's tight…"

Though she protested verbally, Anna didn't resist. Through his clothes and bandages, she could feel the emotions he held in his chest.

Loneliness, sadness. And hope…

Did he understand? That she loved and cherished him, that she sincerely wished for him to live…

"You really are… a good-natured person."

Ritz whispered.

"…You think so?"

"Yeah. Even though I said such terrible things…"

Being held by the quietly muttering Ritz, she felt like she was the one holding him.

Anna slowly wrapped her arms around Ritz's back and held him. Their touching cheeks were cold, and his hair tickling her cheek in the wind was ticklish. But it felt incredibly warm.

Anna gently patted his back, just as she did for the orphans in the orphanage who had left their parents and were trembling with loneliness.

The hands holding Anna loosened just a little, and he seemed to be entrusting himself to what she was doing. He seemed calm, his heartbeat steady.

The usually transcendental, cheerful, and strong Ritz was, in Anna's arms, quietly accepting what she was doing, like a spoiled child.

What was this? A strange feeling. Ritz, who had always been her protector, who would definitely save her, was somehow cute.

"…I'm sorry."

His muttered voice reached Anna's ears.

"…It's okay."

"I was thoughtless. I'm sorry for hurting you…"

"It's not just me. You have to properly apologize to Ed-san, Patty-sama, and Shasta-san too, you know?"

"You're right."

"You can't try to die like that again, okay?"

"I know."

"I'll be with you, always."

"…Yeah."

Ritz's hands holding Anna tightened again. Anna suddenly looked up at the still-dark winter sky beyond Ritz's arms.

The horizon was gradually turning orange, but the sky was still a star-filled expanse.

The shining stars, embraced by the deep darkness, looked like they were about to fall, and they were incredibly beautiful.

She thought that even after fifty, a hundred years, she would never forget the sky she saw from here.

Even if, from now on, all her precious friends disappeared, when she remembered this sky, she could probably remember everyone together.

Lira, Dill, Joe, and Greig. And her companions who would end their lives much sooner than her, Edward and Franz…

As long as she cherished them in her heart, they would not disappear. Perhaps that was what it meant to face loneliness.

After silently feeling Ritz's warmth for a while, she felt the焦燥감 and the anxiety that had been quietly accumulating in her heart gradually disappearing.

It was strange. For Anna, Ritz was becoming the person who warmed her heart the most. Being in Ritz's arms was very comfortable.

She hoped Ritz felt the same way, Anna thought, and she peeked at his face from below. She couldn't see well, but she felt that he looked a little bit calmer.

Had she been of any help at all?

"Ritz, let's go home. Everyone's worried."

Anna said to Ritz, unusually cheerfully.

"…Yeah, you're right."

Slowly, Ritz loosened his arms, and Anna was finally freed from his embrace. Perhaps embarrassed, Ritz gently averted his gaze from Anna.

But only now did Anna remember.

"Oh right, you had a broken rib! Oh, did they set it? Are you okay? Does it not hurt?"

At the moment she was freed, Anna returned to her usual self, and Ritz gave a wry smile.

"I'm fine. I'm tough."

"That's right. You're tough, aren't you."

Anna stood up while looking at Ritz.

"Let's go home, Franz is probably waiting. We haven't been to see him."

"You're right."

To Anna, who was walking a step ahead, Ritz called out.

"Anna, thank you."

When she turned around, Ritz was there with a gentle smile. It was a kind expression she had never seen before.

"No, I didn't do anything."

"No, you're amazing."

His words, acknowledging her, made her happy. She felt like singing a song. But to the soaring Anna, Ritz cleared his throat and continued.

"And Anna. Keep what just happened a secret from Ed and Franz, okay?"

What just happened? Was it about him hugging her? Or was it about him being like a child, letting her do whatever she wanted?

But from Anna's perspective, she didn't see any reason to keep it a secret.

"Huh? Why?"

"…Because it's embarrassing."

After muttering that with a red face, Ritz slipped past Anna and walked ahead without looking back.

"I'm leaving you behind."

"Wait, Ritz!"

The royal palace was still in a state of chaos. Both Ritz and Anna still had much to do.

The newly risen sun dyed the castle a soft orange, and a new day began.
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			Two weeks had passed since the chaos at the royal castle and the annihilation of the drug syndicate. The castle had finally regained its calm.

Ritz learned of the aftermath of the drug syndicate annihilation operation from Kenny's report. A search of the homes of the men who had died as monsters in the castle had resulted in the successful seizure of a large volume of documents.

From Duke Walter's residence, the marquis's own diary was found, and while the raw material of the narcotic remained a mystery, the truth was quickly unraveled.

It was revealed that although he could have truly destroyed the country, he had chosen not to.

That was the matter of putting the narcotic in the soup. If he had put it in the well water, all the soldiers would have turned into monsters, and not only the castle but the city of Sears would have been destroyed.

But he did not do so. Marquis Walter, though dominated by his loyalty to Prince Richard, loved this country even more.

It seemed he had intended to pass the throne to the prince's children while causing as little damage to the country as possible. But even that, he was aware, was his own ego, and not what the people desired.

And the prince's children knew nothing of it. They did not even know they carried the prince's blood.

So the investigators never told them of their lineage. And that became a top state secret.

An unfulfilled dream…

That's what Duke Walter had said. What was he feeling as he turned into a monster?

Lef, the victim of the incident, was currently at the Military Police's drug rehabilitation facility, completely clearing the effects of the narcotic from his system.

Once he was successfully purged of the narcotic, Ritz was to take him in and look after him for a while. After all, he greatly respected the Clan of Light.

Now that everything was settled, Ritz and Edward were watching the repair work on the destroyed Royal Guard barracks.

The ones who had suffered the most damage in that incident were the Royal Guards. The shock of having to defeat their own comrades who had turned into monsters, as if in a civil war, still remained as a deep wound within them.

Edward and Ritz had come here now, ostensibly to check on the progress of the repair work, but in reality, it was to see how the Royal Guards were doing.

Immediately after the incident, the scene here had been almost too much to bear. The floor was stained black with blood, and the walls were blackened with blood and soot.

Now, the walls had been repainted and shone white, and new stones had been laid on the scarred floor, making it look as good as new.

More than he had imagined, the Royal Guards were also returning to their daily lives, and the incident was moving towards a complete resolution.

Edward, after confirming with the construction manager that all work would be completed by the end of the day, silently nodded and left the site.

Walking a step behind, Ritz spoke to Edward, who was walking ahead.

"Do you think this is the end of everything?"

Without turning around, Edward nodded.

"It is the end."

"I see…"

Thirty-five years since the civil war. Now that the last resistance force had been eliminated, it was unthinkable that chaos would erupt.

"It was a long time," Edward muttered. Ritz could sense the relief mixed into his tone.

"Yeah."

It had surely been a long time for Edward, who had spent that time here.

Since he had left this country, he couldn't feel that length of time as a reality. But the definite signs of age in Edward's back made Ritz think of the long time that had passed.

Since that incident, Ritz hadn't worn his troublesome disguise. Taking advantage of the fact that he was there when Duke Walter turned into a monster in the throne room, he had been following Edward around under the guise of being the king's Royal Guard captain.

Thanks to that, he was able to skip his paperwork, which was a great relief.

Edward silently walked through the barracks. Ritz followed him silently.

He had said that this was the end of work for the day, so he thought they were returning to the palace, but it seemed that wasn't the case.

Ritz, who didn't know the layout of this place well, had no idea where Edward was heading, so he had no choice but to follow.

Edward unhesitatingly entered a narrow corridor.

"Here we are."

Between the walls he pointed to was a door.

"A shortcut to the palace. Greig and the others apparently used this and got caught up in the fighting."

"Huh, so there's a door here…"

Four days after the battle, Ritz, who was finally able to move, had reunited with Franz and heard everything that had happened here.

During the incident at Laria's mansion, Franz had been so terrified of the attack, but this time, he was calm despite having fought a monster with the [Fire Dragon]. Franz, who had overcome something, seemed to have grown stronger.

As someone traveling with him, there was nothing more pleasing.

Franz had heard from Gerald and knew about the drug syndicate as well. To take an interest in various things and gather information, he had really grown.

But that was likely largely due to Greig. The two didn't seem to get along, but they seemed to have a certain understanding.

It might be different from Edward and Ritz, but he felt that those two could also build a good relationship.

And his other companion, Anna, was somehow more mature than before. She properly carried the fact that she had taken a human life with the Water Dragon for the first time as her own responsibility.

He hadn't seen much of Anna since they had talked on the cliff outside the castle. Anna was now even busier than Ritz and Edward in the castle. Because there were so many injured people, those with healing abilities were in high demand everywhere.

And for some reason, he felt embarrassed and found it hard to face her. He had intended to look after her at the request of her adoptive father.

And yet, before he knew it, she had seen through everything, and in the end, he had ended up being held in her arms and spoiled, which made him feel pathetic.

But thanks to that, he had calmed down. He couldn't thank Anna enough.

As he continued to walk in silence, they came out into a bright place.

"Huh, is this a training ground?"

It was the royal family's training ground, which he had come to once with Gerald.

"Huh, so it connects here."

As he muttered in admiration, Edward took a single sword that was hanging on the wall and paused for a moment before finally turning to look at Ritz.

"Ritz."

Edward threw the sword he was holding to Ritz.

"What's this?"

Ritz caught the sword with one hand. Not understanding Edward's sudden action, he tilted his head, only to see that Edward was also holding a sword.

"How about it, for old times' sake?"

He understood from his cheerful and bright tone. He wanted to cross swords. But he didn't understand the meaning of his action.

"Fine, but why now?"

When he asked, Edward laughed.

"I probably won't be picking up a sword much from now on. In that case, my skills will probably decline."

"…You're right. It's natural for skills to decline if you don't use them."

After all, there were no more enemies. Edward's long battle would probably end today.

To the sagely nodding Ritz, Edward laughed. Wondering what was so funny, Edward pointed to the sword in Ritz's hand.

"Ritz, that sword is yours."

"Huh?"

He looked down at the sword in his hand, and though it had been maintained, it was certainly old. Looking closely, it was undoubtedly the sword he had held when he was still not used to fighting.

He fondly remembered those days.

After leaving the forest and being tricked by a merchant, it was a young Edward and the now-deceased Gerald Morgan who had saved him when he was lying on the road, covered in bruises. Patricia's father.

And after that, Edward had taken Ritz, who was opinionated yet naive, with him as a friend. For Edward, who had no one he could call a friend due to his position, Ritz was also his only friend.

The boy who had followed them, nagging them constantly, Edward's foster brother, Shasta Celosia.

And Patricia, who had scolded both Ritz and Edward and whipped them into shape.

The memories of those days were burned so vividly into his memory that he couldn't forget them even if he tried.

"To think you kept this all this time."

To Ritz, who muttered this sentimentally, Edward replied quietly.

"Of course I'd keep it. It was used by a friend I might never see again."

"…"

"When I remember a friend who doesn't show his face and whose whereabouts are unknown, something like this is better than nothing. He was a heartless person who left nothing else behind, after all."

No words came out.

"You talked with Anna, didn't you? I can tell just by looking at you now."

He knew from his conversation with Anna that Edward had told her various things.

"So, I can finally say it to you. To the calm you now."

Edward smiled gently. That smile, unchanged after so many years, was that of a best friend.

"Just once in a while is fine, so come back here. This is your place."

Those words overlapped with what Anna had said to him.

*'If you die, Ritz, Ed-san and the others will be sad, right? Are you okay with inflicting pain on the people you love, as long as you don't suffer yourself? That's cowardly!'*

Yes, that was right. He had been a coward. He had run away because he didn't want to feel the difference in time.

Thirty-five years. For thirty-five long years…

But that was equivalent to running away from the feelings of his companions who would die before him. What were the thoughts of his dying companions as they waited for him?

For this cowardly and weak Ritz.

"Ed… I…"

"You're not the only one who needs the memories of those days. This is your place too."

"…Yeah, you're right."

He hadn't noticed… no, he had pretended not to notice. For a long, long time.

To Ritz, who was silently looking at his sword, Edward drew the sword he was holding.

"Before my skills decline, would you do me the honor?"

"…Yeah!"

Ritz readied the sword, which felt too light for him, who was now used to handling a greatsword. The sword fit comfortably in his hand, and the feeling of his younger days came rushing back.

When he looked up, Edward's figure overlapped with that of the young Edward.

"What's wrong?"

"No. It's nothing."

He would remember everything. If Anna would carry half, he felt he could carry all the memories he was feeling now.

"That's right."

Suddenly, Edward thought of something and opened his mouth.

"What is it?"

He looked at Edward while holding his sword ready. Edward looked at him with a half-teasing smile.

"You haven't fallen for her, have you?"

"…? For whom?"

When he looked back at Edward, truly not understanding, Edward smiled cheerfully.

"Don't make a move on her. She'll be a beauty in the future, but she's still too young."

The moment he said it, he understood who he was referring to. Anna.

"You, you idiot! Like I would!"

Ritz, who had just been thinking about Anna, shouted, having been hit where it hurt.

"It's a joke. Don't get so red, people will think you're serious."

"Guh…"

He felt like he had fallen for a leading question. In that case, he had no choice but to get his revenge with his sword. To the still-smiling Edward, Ritz said.

"Here I come, Ed."

"Come at me."

And so, time flows on. Unbroken from those days until now. And as long as Ritz lives, it will continue to connect to the future within him.
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			Unlike the previous volume, this seventh volume returns to the usual, relaxed fantasy style (^^;)

What on earth will become of the relationship between Ritz and Anna, which changed ever so slightly at the end of Volume 6?

Will the three of them continue to live in this city? What will they do about their journey?

This volume i