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  Chapter 1: Chapter 1

    
      Chapter 1 : Lawrence
    

    
      By the time he was old enough to be sensible, Lawrence was wandering around Hilton Village.
    

    
      I do not remember since when I had been staying here.
    

    
      Mere cold and hunger were the starting points of all memories.
    

    
      Hilton Village, ruled by Baron Jeffrey, is a quiet neighborhood with no particular distinct characteristics.
    

    
      A small monastery run by the Holy Cross Order.
    

    
      An inn for the occasional visiting travelers and peddlers.
    

    
      Because there was little land worthy of being called farmland, most residents climbed the mountains.
    

    
      The source of income is wild animals and the herb, Aurele.
    

    
      Among them, the residents who could hunt the Under Wolf were highly renowned as the representatives responsible for the village's income.
    

    
      That is the reason peddlers visit this insignificant village.
    

    
      All kinds of byproducts from the Under Wolf became money.
    

    
      In particular, the magic stones were so valuable that festivals would sometimes be held.
    

    
      Of course, that is a story unrelated to a boy living his life wandering the back alleys.
    

    
      That day was the same.
    

    
      Someone spoke to Lawrence, who was looking for food.
    

    
      “Are you alone?”
    

    
      It was a pink-haired boy I had never seen around here before.
    

    
      “Won't you come with us? You can eat something much tastier than that until you're full.”
    

    
      “Tasty things?”
    

    
      “How about it? Interested?”
    

    
      Lawrence asked back.
    

    
      As if telling him to look, the boy pointed behind him.
    

    
      There, I saw children who seemed unfamiliar yet familiar.
    

    
      Like the boy, they were all orphans wandering the back alleys.
    

    
      The children, who were usually busy fighting over territory, were now gathered in one place.
    

    
      “We can really eat until we're full, right?”
    

    
      “Yeah. If we all gather our strength, that is.”
    

    
      There was no reason to refuse when told I could eat delicious things.
    

    
      The pink-haired boy gathered the children together and divided the roles.
    

    
      First, three children draw the peddler's attention.
    

    
      Two children steal the goods while the peddler vacated his spot.
    

    
      One child to keep watch in case of an emergency.
    

    
      That day, for the first time, Lawrence ate oat bread.
    

    
      “It's tasty. It's really tasty.”
    

    
      “There's still more. Is it really okay to eat all of this?”
    

    
      “I think it's better to save some. Things went well today, but there's no guarantee it will be like this tomorrow.”
    

    
      It was natural for the pink-haired boy, who led and planned all of this, to become the children's captain.
    

    
      It was fortunate that it was a village where peddlers came and went periodically.
    

    
      Things didn't always go well.
    

    
      Still, they say you get used to things as time passes.
    

    
      The six children soon became skilled at stealing.
    

    
      However, hunger wasn't the only thing threatening survival.
    

    
      That terribly cold winter.
    

    
      We lost skinny John, who had been suffering from a fever.
    

    
      “John…. 
      Sob sob
      .”
    

    
      “Please don't die. Why are you in such a hurry?”
    

    
      “Don't cry, you idiots.”
    

    
      “*Ugh*. Aren't you sad, Captain?”
    

    
      “When a friend dies, you have to send them off with a smile. That way, he can leave with peace of mind.”
    

    
      He was the first friend I lost.
    

    
      It would be a lie to say the shock wasn't great.
    

    
      Although there were many times we bickered and fought, more than that, we considered each other family living together in this hellish back alley.
    

    
      “What meaning does that have? John is dead anyway.”
    

    
      “We remember him. We, who remember John, are alive! Therefore, John lives on inside our hearts.”
    

    
      “Inside our hearts…? Then if I die, will you remember me too, Captain?”
    

    
      “It's not just me. We will all remember!”
    

    
      We buried John in the back mountain, following the Captain's words.
    

    
      Following the teachings of the Holy Cross Order, we set up a cross and occasionally visited with the children to see if the grave was intact.
    

    
      “I don't think stealing will work anymore.”
    

    
      “I agree. Everyone is looking for us with fire in their eyes.”
    

    
      “It can't be helped. We've grown up now, so let's look for a place to work.”
    

    
      The Captain was always special.
    

    
      Unlike an orphan from the back alleys, he knew a lot and his way of thinking was different.
    

    
      Because he was that kind of Captain.
    

    
      We always thought we wanted to be like the Captain.
    

    
      “Can we do it?”
    

    
      “We can. That is how we become adults.”
    

    
      “I don't know if I'll be alive by then.”
    

    
      “Why do you think like that? If we are together, we can do anything.”
    

    
      We were always in the tomorrow the Captain spoke of.
    

    
      Hope, which we were not allowed to wish for or think about, began to take root in our hearts.
    

    
      Just living day by day is not everything.
    

    
      We slowly sketched out the future, thinking about what we should live for.
    

    
      The flow of time is truly heartless.
    

    
      The graves on the back mountain gradually increased one by one.
    

    
      And the empty spaces in the pile of collapsed buildings only grew.
    

    
      Five became four. Four became three.
    

    
      The moment of parting, which one can never get used to, arrived.
    

    
      “Lawrence.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Now there are only the two of us left.”
    

    
      “Yeah. Only me, who joined last, and the Captain are left.”
    

    
      Before long, there were four graves on the back mountain.
    

    
      The gang that used to be six became just the Captain and Lawrence.
    

    
      “You won't die, right Lawrence?”
    

    
      “Who knows. Everyone has gone. I don't know if I'll be able to live.”
    

    
      Just as I remember the other children.
    

    
      If I were to die, the Captain would remember me.
    

    
      Thinking like that, death didn't feel blindly terrifying.
    

    
      “Say you won't die!”
    

    
      However, the Captain seemed to be different.
    

    
      The Captain had never cried as sadly as he did that day.
    

    
      “I…. I'll try. Because I hate dying too.”
    

    
      And the Captain changed.
    

    
      It was also during this period that he taught me how to read and write a little.
    

    
      The reason it was only 'a little' was simple.
    

    
      Because not long after that, Lawrence also caught the plague.
    

    
      The memories of that period are vague.
    

    
      Inside my head, suffering from high fever, a hazy consciousness repeated itself.
    

    
      One strange thing was that I had a dream.
    

    
      A fantastic landscape that could not be considered of this world.
    

    
      In the dream, Lawrence played with countless fairies.
    

    
      A mysterious scenery I was seeing for the first time.
    

    
      Countless fairy friends hanging out with me.
    

    
      「■■■■ ■■.」
    

    
      In the dream, I think the fairies called the boy something.
    

    
      A midsummer night's dream that is vague to even remember now.
    

    
      When the dream ended, the Captain was not by Lawrence's side.
    

    
      The only thing waiting for him, who had miraculously returned alive from the sickness, was a sentence that appeared to have been left by the Captain.
    

    
      「Let's make sure to stay alive and meet again, Lawrence.」
    

    
      …You know. Captain.
    

    
      If the Captain hasn't died yet, there is something I want to say.
    

    
      I don't want to ask about the Captain's true identity.
    

    
      Because we also knew that the Captain was hiding something.
    

    
      But even so, it didn't matter.
    

    
      Because the Captain was the Captain. That was enough for us.
    

    
      So, I want to ask someday.
    

    
      Is the current me someone the Captain would want to meet again?
    

    
      Even if I haven't become such a person.
    

    
      When I meet the Captain someday, I want to stick out my chest and say it.
    

    
      I….
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      A few months passed since then.
    

    
      Changes occurred in Lawrence's daily life in Hilton Village as well.
    

    
      “Lawrence. Order.”
    

    
      “Coming now.”
    

    
      The worn-out inn was the boy's new home and workplace.
    

    
      It is an inn visited by various peddlers.
    

    
      An employee who could read was a great help.
    

    
      “Bring some mashed potatoes and ale.”
    

    
      “Please wait a moment.”
    

    
      I received room and board, and even a small daily wage.
    

    
      Although my 'home' was just a warehouse attached to the stables, compared to the pile of collapsed buildings, it was practically heaven.
    

    
      Basically, the work at the inn piled up even if I just breathed.
    

    
      Even if it wasn't winter, firewood always had to be chopped.
    

    
      The guest rooms were cleaned every single day, regardless of whether there were guests or not.
    

    
      There was no end in sight to the bedding and towels, no matter how much I washed them.
    

    
      In the summer, the water from the well and river was cool, but the amount of laundry was double that of other times, and in the winter, I had to fight against the chill that seeped into my bones from suffering in ice water.
    

    
      Lawrence liked summer.
    

    
      Because the cold digging into the body brought up bad memories.
    

    
      Time flows heartlessly.
    

    
      Like that terribly cold winter when we lost John.
    

    
      The season that bade farewell was right in front of our noses this year too.
    

    
      That night. Perhaps because old memories surfaced, I had a strange dream.
    

    
      In the dream, the boy played with the fairies he had met once before.
    

    
      The appearances of the fairies were also diverse.
    

    
      While there were kids who looked no different from humans.
    

    
      There were also bizarre appearances that looked like a mixture of half animal and half insect.
    

    
      You don't need to be on guard.
    

    
      Even if we look a little different, we are all friends.
    

    
      Drawn in by the innocent laughter of the fairies, Lawrence laughed too.
    

    
      「Do you want to play? Will you play? Then I'll help you!」
    

    
      「You can do anything! You can become anything!」
    

    
      「■■■■ ■■. So come play again!」
    

    
      Here is the world of dreams.
    

    
      Anything is possible.
    

    
      Sometimes running across the grasslands with the fairies.
    

    
      Sometimes frolicking in the lake with the fairies.
    

    
      Is that all?
    

    
      The fairies wielded water, fire, wind, and earth freely.
    

    
      There is no way Lawrence can't do what the fairies can do.
    

    
      Because this is his own dream, no one else's.
    

    
      It was the moment I reached out my hand.
    

    
      Suddenly waking from the dream, the boy blinked blankly.
    

    
      Perhaps because I was drunk on the dream, the hazy sensation continued.
    

    
      As if wanting to grasp something, he reached his hand toward the ceiling.
    

    
      Would something happen like it did in the dream?
    

    
      However, nothing happened.
    

    
      It is obvious.
    

    
      This is reality. Because it's not a dream.
    

    
      I felt embarrassed for no reason.
    

    
      Even when I was wandering the back alleys, I didn't confuse reality and dreams.
    

    
      As if hiding his embarrassment, Lawrence burrowed under the thin blanket.
    

    
      So the boy did not notice.
    

    
      The fact that a shadow inside the darkness covering the warehouse was squirming like a snake.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Even if it's just a neighborhood hill, a mountain is a mountain.
    

    
      As the wind dug in, Lawrence pulled his collar tight.
    

    
      I ended up spending the entire morning climbing to the middle of the mountain where the herbs grew wild.
    

    
      Lunch is oat bread and water.
    

    
      After filling my stomach somehow, I had the strength to move my body.
    

    
      From the afternoon, herb gathering begins.
    

    
      The name of the herb is Aurele.
    

    
      It is a green-colored plant with many thorn-like small leaves.
    

    
      Just because it looks plausible doesn't mean you can just pluck and take anything.
    

    
      The difference between a medicinal herb and a poisonous herb is a single leaf.
    

    
      Plants you don't know well could even threaten your life.
    

    
      Aurele is like that too. The stem and leaves are boiled and used as medicine, but the root part has poison, so a unique gathering method of plucking only the top was used.
    

    
      I come down to the inn before the sun sets.
    

    
      Even if the morning and day are the domain of humans, the mountain is a place that becomes the domain of wild animals and Under Wolves during the evening and night.
    

    
      Staying longer is not courage but recklessness.
    

    
      There was no need to deliberately take the risk.
    

    
      If you didn't want to be found as an unnatural corpse the next day, that is.
    

    
      The atmosphere is noisy for some reason.
    

    
      Why is it so loud?
    

    
      As I left the herb bag in the warehouse, Edrick called Lawrence.
    

    
      “I put the Aurele in the warehouse.”
    

    
      “Good work. Come here quickly, Lawrence.”
    

    
      I felt Greta's gaze from the kitchen.
    

    
      Noticing that something was strange, Lawrence hurried his steps.
    

    
      And soon I realized the reason.
    

    
      In the hall, there was a guest dressed in white clothes from head to toe.
    

    
      “Hurry and greet him. Even a Deacon from the monastery has come.”
    

    
      There was no need for Edrick to make a fuss.
    

    
      No matter how little the boy knew, he knew that the guest in front of his eyes was an incredible person.
    

    
      A clergyman of the Holy Cross Order.
    

    
      Usually, they are people one rarely encounters.
    

    
      Because he lives in the monastery on the village hill.
    

    
      A person who receives as much respect and awe from the village residents as the Baron.
    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    
      The terrible contagious disease that Lawrence had also suffered from. 
    

    
      The people who cured that plague were none other than the priests of the Holy Cross Order.
    

    
      The village people gathered their voices and said:
    

    
      That it was a miracle. That the blessing of God saved everyone.
    

    
      But why did the person who performs miracles come looking for Lawrence?
    

    
      “The Lawrence I spoke of is this child right here.”
    

    
      “It is nice to meet you like this, Lawrence. I am called Blackwell, a servant who serves the Goddess Belche.”
    

    
      Without anyone ordering him to, Lawrence prostrated himself flat on the floor.
    

    
      I didn't want to tremble, but my mouth wouldn't move well because I was so tense.
    

    
      “Ni, nice to meet you, Deacon Blackwell.”
    

    
      I felt like I was sweating from my head because of how nervous I was.
    

    
      It was similar to when I saw the Baron from a distance.
    

    
      “There is no need to stand on such ceremony. I hear you know how to read and write?”
    

    
      “Yes. If it's a little, I know how to write.”
    

    
      “That is good. Lawrence. If you are okay with it, would you not like to go to the monastery with me?”
    

    
      “Me, to the monastery?”
    

    
      For a moment, forgetting that it was rude, I raised my head.
    

    
      “It is because we are short on hands. I want to borrow your talent of knowing how to read and write.”
    

    
      I received an unexpected proposal.
    

    
      Although I think I am living like a human being now.
    

    
      Before meeting my friends, I was truly a common orphan.
    

    
      The village in those days had no room to spare.
    

    
      Poor and desolate Hilton Village.
    

    
      Orphans received treatment worse than trash.
    

    
      I don't remember how many times I was beaten just because our eyes met.
    

    
      Violence without reason.
    

    
      They don't care even if a child dies.
    

    
      If they are gone, it's good because the village becomes cleaner as they disappear.
    

    
      If they are present, a corner arises where they can be used as they are.
    

    
      Is it really okay for a Lawrence like that to stay at the monastery?
    

    
      The hesitation was not long.
    

    
      The Deacon's eyes, looking at me calmly, planted courage in the boy.
    

    
      “I will follow you.”
    

    
      “I am relieved you said that. Then when will you be able to depart?”
    

    
      “If you need me, I will get ready right now.”
    

    
      Fearful that I might miss the opportunity, Lawrence answered immediately.
    

    
      Such an opportunity does not come easily.
    

    
      Although I don't have complaints about my current job, comparing doing all the menial chores at an inn to working at the monastery respected by the village, the latter was unconditionally better.
    

    
      “You do not have to rush. The Goddess said that waiting is also a virtue. I will send someone around lunch tomorrow. I hope you will have finished preparations to come to the monastery by then.”
    

    
      Did he read the boy's impatient mind?
    

    
      A benevolent smile rose on his lips.
    

    
      “I will prepare so I can go anytime.”
    

    
      “Having motivation is a good thing. Life at the monastery won't be that easy. Rest well today and let us see each other tomorrow.”
    

    
      Blackwell left the inn behind.
    

    
      Still, the two people could not easily raise their heads.
    

    
      Eventually, the one who lifted his body first was Lawrence.
    

    
      “You are really lucky, Lawrence.”
    

    
      Edrick roughly stroked the boy's head.
    

    
      “Oh my, for a child working at our inn to enter the Order's monastery…. You won't know what a great honor this is.”
    

    
      “It hurts, Edrick.”
    

    
      “Go and you must absolutely not cause trouble.”
    

    
      “I have no intention of getting kicked out either.”
    

    
      “Right, you should be like that. Honey! Today is a farewell party! Let's send Lawrence off to the monastery with a smile!”
    

    
      An untimely small party was held at the inn.
    

    
      Dishes that had only graced the guests' tables until now came up one by one.
    

    
      Even the precious ham and cheese were set in front of Lawrence.
    

    
      Even the stove beer that wasn't brought out unless it was a really good day.
    

    
      My eyes kept blurring.
    

    
      The first kindness received after sending my friends away.
    

    
      And the only adults who showed that kindness were these two people.
    

    
      Looking at Edrick laughing while hugging my shoulders, the boy vowed.
    

    
      No matter how much time passes, I will not forget this grace.
    

    
      Was it because something good happened?
    

    
      That day, Lawrence saw the continuation of the dream.
    

    
      「Welcome. ■■■■ ■■.」
    

    
      「Glad to see you. You want to play again, right? Good. Let's play excitedly!」
    

    
      Today, we go beyond the grassland and out a little further.
    

    
      When we crossed the hill where the sunlight was setting, a lake spread out there.
    

    
      Splash!
    

    
      Water splashes up.
    

    
      What revealed itself outside the lake was a mysterious fairy that seemed like a mixture of half fish and half human.
    

    
      「Ahaha! It's cold!」
    

    
      「Everyone got wet!」
    

    
      The water play does not end easily.
    

    
      However, the lake was deep, so it was hard to play satisfactorily.
    

    
      What would be good to do?
    

    
      In order to play with everyone, the lake had to become a helper, not a hindrance.
    

    
      「You need our help? Good. Say what you want to do.」
    

    
      「Everyone will help. Because everyone wishes for that!」
    

    
      The fairies read Lawrence's mind.
    

    
      Here is the world of dreams where anything is possible.
    

    
      Imagination was soon expressed as a single strand of shadow.
    

    
      The shadow placed a long, long bridge over the lake.
    

    
      A smooth bridge that even the fairies living in the lake could ride.
    

    
      Even though it was a dream, an incomprehensible pain was felt.
    

    
      The sense of loss was not long.
    

    
      Seeing the lake fairy climbing the bridge as if dancing, Lawrence made a satisfied smile.
    

    
      And that sensation continued until the morning I woke from the dream.
    

    
      The shadow that moved as I wished.
    

    
      A headache that showed no signs of subsiding at all.
    

    
      Pain as if the heart was being pulled.
    

    
      My hands trembled uncontrollably.
    

    
      Can I really dismiss all of this as a dream?
    

    
      No. That is not so.
    

    
      No matter how little the boy knows, he knows that this is not normal.
    

    
      Suddenly, such a conviction occurred.
    

    
      Maybe I can do it right now.
    

    
      The darkness cast thickly in the warehouse. Or the shadow.
    

    
      Although sunlight does not enter the windowless warehouse, eyes adapted to the darkness distinguished between where the shadow was thick and where it was thin.
    

    
      I remember the words I mouthed in the dream.
    

    
      Facing the shadow, Lawrence spoke with a trembling voice.
    

    
      “Shadow.”
    

    
      The shadow at my fingertips, squirmed.
    

    
      At the same time, the pain that started in my chest and head also became stronger.
    

    
      However, I didn't have the leeway to feel the pain.
    

    
      I was so surprised that I even forgot to breathe for a moment.
    

    
      As expected, it wasn't a simple dream.
    

    
      The same scenery I see every time.
    

    
      Countless fairies I play with every time.
    

    
      Even if I could dream the same dream continuously.
    

    
      Seeing the continuation of that dream makes no sense.
    

    
      The Shadow soon began to move according to Lawrence's will.
    

    
      It is not a difficult movement.
    

    
      A very simple movement of going to where the darkness is thick and coming back.
    

    
      But just with that, the heart-tearing pain became intense.
    

    
      I couldn't maintain it anymore.
    

    
      When the concentration broke, the Shadow returned to being a normal shadow again.
    

    
      Lawrence, placing his hand on his heart, gasped for rough breath.
    

    
      It hurts.
    

    
      Inside my head is also a mess.
    

    
      However, the joy was stronger than that.
    

    
      The boy knows of the people for whom such things are possible.
    

    
      Mysterious existences that even an orphan kid rolling around on the streets knows.
    

    
      Those are the people called Mages.
    

    
      Of course, I have never seen one in person.
    

    
      There is no way I could have seen one.
    

    
      Mages are not many.
    

    
      Perhaps they might be fewer than the nobles ruling the territories.
    

    
      Because the Mages in old stories were described as scary and fearful, and at the same time, great people.
    

    
      It was natural for Lawrence, who had lived in this countryside, not to know.
    

    
      So laughter kept leaking out.
    

    
      Like a mad person, I couldn't hold back the laughter surging up from below my neck.
    

    
      I didn't want to hold it back.
    

    
      Mage.
    

    
      What a sweet resonance this is.
    

    
      Lawrence, realizing that he was a chosen person, laughed unable to control that joy.
    

    

  Chapter 2: Chapter 2

    
      Chapter 2 : St. Charmant Monastery
    

    
      The one who visited the inn at the appointed time was a woman dressed in clothes mixed with black and white.
    

    
      “If you are ready, let’s go.”
    

    
      A tone where neither gentleness nor kindness could be found.
    

    
      It is different from Blackwell, who respected Lawrence from one to ten.
    

    
      “Yes. I will depart immediately.”
    

    
      I was rather relieved.
    

    
      This is the reaction of a normal adult.
    

    
      Still, I did not shrink back more than necessary.
    

    
      Was it because the self-awareness that I was a Mage had arisen?
    

    
      I don't know. Just that a confidence I was feeling for the first time was taking root in my heart.
    

    
      “Be well there, Lawrence.”
    

    
      “Come down occasionally. Since I can at least set a meal for you.”
    

    
      My heart felt heavy at those warm words.
    

    
      Lawrence prostrated himself without caring about his clothes getting dirty.
    

    
      “Thank you. I have truly been indebted to you all this time. I will not forget this grace until I die.”
    

    
      Having finished his farewells, Lawrence followed the woman.
    

    
      “I am Sister Aveline. From today on, I will be in charge of you. Cultivate the habit of asking on the spot if there is something you do not know.”
    

    
      “I will keep that in mind, Sister Aveline-nim.”
    

    
      “Drop the honorific ‘nim’ and just call me Sister. The same goes for the brothers and sisters living in the monastery.”
    

    
      “Understood. Sister.”
    

    
      I called her that with the meaning of respect, but it seems that was wrong.
    

    
      “ The place where you will stay is St. Charmant Monastery. You know that we belong to the Holy Cross Order serving the Goddess Belche, right?”
    

    
      “Yes. I heard that love and mercy are the basic ideologies.”
    

    
      Love and mercy are the basic ideologies of the Holy Cross Order.
    

    
      I heard it ad nauseam from the drunken Edrick last night.
    

    
      「It's really a relief the priests came. If not for them, I would have lived my whole life without knowing this kind of heart.」
    

    
      Saying that he was reborn through the Goddess’s teachings.
    

    
      “We are servants of the Goddess who prioritize love and mercy.”
    

    
      Is it just my feeling?
    

    
      The atmosphere of Aveline, who had been blunt consistently, softened.
    

    
      “Do not worry too much. We do not order difficult tasks. Just that we are a little short on hands…. No. I will speak honestly. We are very short. There is a mountain of work to do.”
    

    
      “It is okay. There was a lot to do at the inn too, but I adapted quickly. I think I will get used to the monastery work quickly once I do it.”
    

    
      Lawrence said as if telling himself.
    

    
      “It relieves me a little to hear you say that.”
    

    
      It was not long after that when we arrived at the monastery.
    

    
      St. Charmant Monastery was enormous in size.
    

    
      I didn't know when looking from the village, but seeing it up close, it was so big it couldn't be taken in at a glance.
    

    
      “If you are okay with it, I would like you to work starting today right away.”
    

    
      “Yes. Just give me the orders.”
    

    
      Lawrence nodded vigorously.
    

    
      I had to be helpful.
    

    
      I didn't know what would happen if I was considered useless.
    

    
      That cannot happen.
    

    
      Since I have come this far, there was no option to go back.
    

    
      “Understood. Then let’s start after we stop by your room first.”
    

    
      Aveline’s steps became faster.
    

    
      When she took one step, the boy had to move two steps.
    

    
      The strange thing was the sound of footsteps.
    

    
      Walking so fast, yet she did not make a single sound.
    

    
      The sound of footsteps spreading in the quiet space was Lawrence’s.
    

    
      It felt embarrassing, as if the back of Aveline, who was moving silently, was saying, 'You are really noisy.'
    

    
      Shame heated my face.
    

    
      As if to hide his burning cheeks, Lawrence observed her walk.
    

    
      Why there is no sound.
    

    
      We are clearly walking together, so why is it only the sound of the boy’s footsteps?
    

    
      I became conscious every time I put my foot down.
    

    
      When lifting, as weakly as possible. When putting down, as gently as possible.
    

    
      Then, even though I was just walking, my calves immediately started to feel tight.
    

    
      I grasped the trick.
    

    
      But it is difficult.
    

    
      Perhaps because I had never done it, unused muscles screamed.
    

    
      As I somehow tried to mimic it, the sound of footsteps did decrease.
    

    
      To the level where the 
      thud thud
       ringing sounds changed to 
      tick tick
      .
    

    
      The footsteps of the stiff Lawrence and Aveline could not even be compared.
    

    
      I couldn't even guess how much effort she had put in.
    

    
      “This is your room. Change your clothes and come out.”
    

    
      “I will change quickly and come out.”
    

    
      By the time we arrived at the room, the boy’s attitude toward her had become much more cautious.
    

    
      Aveline is an incredible person.
    

    
      Humans learn how to walk and run without anyone teaching them.
    

    
      That is not a strange thing.
    

    
      Because they are people. It is something naturally possible if one is a person.
    

    
      However, changing a gait that has been ingrained since childhood, and doing so without being conscious of it, is not something just anyone can do.
    

    
      I realized it only after trying to follow.
    

    
      Behind that calm face, there must have been tremendous effort.
    

    
      Just as Lawrence put in effort to adapt to the inn work.
    

    
      If there is a difference….
    

    
      The boy’s was labor done to avoid being kicked out.
    

    
      To eat and live.
    

    
      Aveline is not like that.
    

    
      Probably all the clergy living in the monastery are like that.
    

    
      Love and mercy are the basic ideologies of the Holy Cross Order.
    

    
      I could respect a servant of Goddess Belche just for that.
    

    
      There is no time to look around the room.
    

    
      First impressions were important.
    

    
      It was necessary to move as briskly as possible.
    

    
      Fortunately, finding the clothes wasn't hard.
    

    
      Three sets of clothes were prepared on a bed similar to the one I saw at the inn.
    

    
      Throwing his sack roughly, the boy changed into the work clothes.
    

    
      “You are fast. Have you already finished changing?”
    

    
      “Yes. Sister is busy too, I can’t be dawdling.”
    

    
      She snorted lightly.
    

    
      It doesn't look like she feels too bad.
    

    
      Lawrence was relieved, feeling he had buttoned the first button well.
    

    
      “First, I will explain the structure of the monastery today. Areas to be careful of. Rooms you must not enter. I will teach you what to do when meeting other brothers and sisters. If there is something you don’t know, make sure to ask. Ignorance is not a sin. Knowing you are ignorant and yet not asking is a sin.”
    

    
      “I will keep that in mind, Sister.”
    

    
      I followed Aveline back to the corridor.
    

    
      They say this is the space where trainee priests or employees stay.
    

    
      I didn't know when it was coming because I was only looking at her feet.
    

    
      Looking up, rooms that looked exactly the same continued over and over.
    

    
      At the end of the corridor, a fork in the road appeared.
    

    
      Stairs going up to the 2nd floor and the path going out to the main gate.
    

    
      A passage going down to the basement and a door entering the main building were visible.
    

    
      “Inside the door is the chapel. On the 2nd floor are the quarters of the brothers and sisters. For now, I will tell you about that part later along with the basement.”
    

    
      “The place I have to clean now is the chapel.”
    

    
      “Yes. You are quick to notice. There are many parts to pay special attention to in the chapel, so listen well to my words.”
    

    
      Aveline pushed the door without a sound.
    

    
      Seeing the chapel, Lawrence had no choice but to open his mouth blankly.
    

    
      A scenery different again from the landscape seen in the dream.
    

    
      Brilliant light poured in beyond the glass windows dyed in five colors.
    

    
      What dyed the chapel in a mysterious atmosphere was the power of the glass.
    

    
      Engraved on the glass window was the image of a woman reaching her hand toward the sky and small angels guiding her.
    

    
      Goddess Belche.
    

    
      Lawrence noticed that this person was the goddess served by the Holy Cross Order.
    

    
      No. There is no need for such grandiose words as 'noticed'.
    

    
      Because below the glass window, a statue of Goddess Belche was revealing her elegant figure.
    

    
      “Lawrence?”
    

    
      “Yes? Ah. I, I am sorry. I inadvertently committed a rudeness.”
    

    
      Lawrence reflexively bent his waist.
    

    
      It's not empty words; I was mesmerized in a situation where I shouldn't be.
    

    
      “It is fine. Rather, seeing you rejoice like that looks good. What is drawn on the stained glass is Goddess Belche herself. It is said the Goddess ascended to heaven receiving the guidance of the sky.”
    

    
      Some difficult words came out.
    

    
      Stained something, ascension. Words I had never learned.
    

    
      I suddenly got scared at that fact.
    

    
      Although they say Lawrence knows how to read and write, that was only to the extent of basic words or sentences.
    

    
      “Do not worry too much. Did I not say you can ask anytime if there is something I don’t know? Unless you give up, we do not let go of the hand of a child we have taken in once.”
    

    
      That is unknown.
    

    
      I am just an orphan who knows a little bit of writing.
    

    
      Substitutes could be found anytime.
    

    
      “Love and mercy are our basic ideologies. You know that too, right?”
    

    
      “Love and mercy….”
    

    
      “Yes. Since you are also a servant of the Goddess from now on, think it over carefully. Not what the Goddess can do for us, but what we can do for the Goddess.”
    

    
      Lawrence nodded.
    

    
      Negative thoughts are not helpful.
    

    
      The water has already been spilt and there was no option to go back.
    

    
      “The stained glass and the Goddess statue. In other words, you do not have to clean in front of the podium yet. Do that part after you get used to it.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Sister.”
    

    
      Cleaning tools were gathered at the back of the chapel.
    

    
      “Clean the chairs where the brothers and sisters sit; sweep the floor with a broom and then wipe it with a rag. The well is outside the corridor, so draw water in a wooden bucket and bring it.”
    

    
      “Understood, Sister.”
    

    
      Honestly, I was relieved.
    

    
      It is no different from an extension of the work repeated every day at the inn.
    

    
      If by chance it was a job that required professional reading and writing, my bottom would have been exposed quickly.
    

    
      “Other than you, there are three more people cleaning the monastery. I will introduce those children later…. Let’s go see the Deacon first.”
    

    
      The two headed to a small room inside the podium.
    

    
      “Deacon. It is Sister Aveline.”
    

    
      The reply came back quickly.
    

    
      Inside the room, a familiar man revealed himself.
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you. You worked hard, Aveline.”
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you. Compared to the Deacon’s trouble, this much is nothing.”
    

    
      After the daily small talk ended, Lawrence’s turn came.
    

    
      “Welcome, Lawrence. I am relieved your face looks bright.”
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you. Deacon Blackwell.”
    

    
      As I mouthed the Order’s greeting, Blackwell’s expression softened.
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you. Do you think you can adapt well to monastery life?”
    

    
      “If it is the work taught so far, there is no problem.”
    

    
      It is not a lie.
    

    
      Only the place changed; the work done hasn't changed.
    

    
      “That is fortunate. I have high expectations for you.”
    

    
      The talk with Blackwell was short.
    

    
      It seems he had busy business piled up.
    

    
      Aveline guided Lawrence to the basement.
    

    
      In the basement, there was a dining hall and a bathhouse.
    

    
      Meals are three times a day. She said distribution and eating are possible only at set times, so if I don't want to starve, I must strictly keep the time.
    

    
      Although Lawrence, being an employee, cannot use the bathhouse, I was told to pay attention to cleanliness.
    

    
      In that respect, it could be called fortunate.
    

    
      Lawrence also hates smelling bad.
    

    
      Whether it was due to the memories of rolling in trash cans, the boy liked washing himself clean.
    

    
      It was for that reason that no matter how cold the day was, I stubbornly washed my body and focused on removing the dirt.
    

    
      On the 2nd floor, there were quarters for the clergy.
    

    
      A space similar to the 1st-floor corridor where employees stay.
    

    
      If there is a difference, it is the fact that the nameplate placed on every door specifies whose room it is.
    

    
      Unlike the inn where we cleaned even the guest rooms, Aveline said here we only have to clean the hallway.
    

    
      “Do you understand? Do not enter the rooms without permission.”
    

    
      Besides that, mostly spaces for studying doctrine followed.
    

    
      Including Lawrence, there are four employees cleaning the monastery.
    

    
      Lawrence is the only male, and the remaining three were all maids.
    

    
      The oldest maid was 18-year-old Joan.
    

    
      17-year-old Edith. And 13-year-old Marjorie, the same age as Lawrence.
    

    
      The peculiar thing is that even though they are all commoners, they know how to read.
    

    
      There was no need for Lawrence to ask.
    

    
      Because Edith asked from the first meeting.
    

    
      “You know how to read too, right?”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Writing. Asking if you know how to read.”
    

    
      “Yes. If it’s a little….”
    

    
      Sadly, all three were more skilled than Lawrence.
    

    
      Even Marjorie, who was the same age, was accustomed to reading and writing.
    

    
      It would be a lie to say I wasn't disappointed.
    

    
      However, I knew well that the world was originally like this.
    

    
      Nothing changes even if I complain.
    

    
      Rather than stopping and lamenting, I had to run diligently following the path.
    

    
      The first meal I had at the monastery was excellent.
    

    
      What came out for the dinner menu was potato soup and oat bread.
    

    
      And incredibly, a cup full of milk came out.
    

    
      Lawrence marveled.
    

    
      Hilton Village doesn't produce milk.
    

    
      There is no ranch in the first place. Because there is nothing but barren land, there isn't even enough farmland to cultivate, so there is no way there would be grasslands for livestock to live.
    

    
      Naturally, Lawrence had never tasted milk until this very day.
    

    
      Still, I ate the meal as calmly as possible.
    

    
      Since the other maids were eating as if it were nothing, Lawrence didn't want to show his countrified side alone.
    

    
      Asking after the meal ended, it seems milk delivery happens periodically from a ranch run by the Order.
    

    
      As expected, the Holy Cross Order was different, somehow different.
    

    
      Lying in bed, Lawrence felt fatigue rushing in.
    

    
      I received a nice room after a long time.
    

    
      I was so exhausted I didn't even have the leeway to examine it.
    

    
      The texture of the bed felt for the first time was sweet.
    

    
      The boy, having roughly changed clothes, fell asleep as if dead.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      It was one week later that I had the dream.
    

    
      「■■■■ ■■! You came today too.」
    

    
      「Did you like it? Did you come to play again?」
    

    
      Today, I didn't just play blindly.
    

    
      Because the awareness that a dream does not end as a dream had arisen.
    

    
      Lawrence sat down on the grassland with the fairies.
    

    
      「You won't play? You're not playing today?」
    

    
      「Let's play. Let's go play! We can't do it if not now!」
    

    
      I refuse the proposal of the whining fairy.
    

    
      Playing can be done anytime.
    

    
      However, the opportunity to wield magic is not like that.
    

    
      Under the tree.
    

    
      I reach my hand toward the darkness created by the shade.
    

    
      Shadow.
    

    
      As if to show I hadn't seen wrong in my sleep, the shadow stretched out long.
    

    
      Seeing that form, laughter came out automatically.
    

    
      As expected, it wasn't a misunderstanding.
    

    
      The stinging pain felt in the chest.
    

    
      The pain running through the head.
    

    
      The magic taught by the friends in the dream was by Lawrence's side.
    

    
      「You like that today? You're going to play like that?」
    

    
      「If you want to play, say it! You can do anything you want!」
    

    
      Playing with the shadow was brief.
    

    
      Because the pain was rising, I naturally lowered my hand.
    

    
      In terms of time, it is nearly 5 minutes.
    

    
      Compared to when I handled the shadow in the warehouse, it has increased a lot.
    

    
      Somehow it feels like the pain is less….
    

    
      Is this also just a feeling?
    

    
      ….
    

    
      …….
    

    
      Monastery life was not much different from when staying at the inn.
    

    
      Washing and cleaning. Eating and cleaning.
    

    
      I repeated this from morning until going to bed.
    

    
      The reason my body wasn't that tired must be because it was hardened by the inn work.
    

    
      Thanks to that, I had the spare time to practice magic every night.
    

    
      No matter how tired I was, I didn't skip magic practice.
    

    
      Just handling the Shadow was fun.
    

    
      The fact that it moved as I thought.
    

    
      It was also enjoyable that the time I could maintain it was gradually increasing.
    

    
      Still, if I handled magic for a long time, two uninvited guests visited.
    

    
      What became a problem more than the chest pain was the headache.
    

    
      At first, it is still bearable. If I ignore this warning and continue practicing magic, bugs start crawling inside my head gradually.
    

    
      A terrible pain where the inside of the head literally turns white.
    

    
      Because it was hard to maintain sanity, I couldn't even dare to use magic.
    

    
      The headache was a warning not to approach the line that shouldn't be crossed.
    

    
      After that, no matter how much Lawrence practiced magic, he didn't go as far as the line where the headache was induced.
    

    
      If it hinders work, a problem occurs.
    

    
      That was an accident that absolutely must not happen in a position living off the monastery.
    

    
      Before I knew it, a month had passed since coming to the monastery.
    

    
      Lawrence, having adapted to cleaning, became able to wield the Shadow in between working.
    

    
      It is fortunate that it isn't magic that stands out.
    

    
      Due to the nature of cleaning dirty and cornered places, darkness and shadows were always hovering around the boy.
    

    
      I hate the cold, but the dark isn't that scary either.
    

    
      Maybe that's because Lawrence always wandered the back alleys.
    

    
       around the time I even felt familiarity with dark and quiet things, one interesting thought came to mind.
    

    
      Could I possibly pull the Shadow 
      out
       of the shadow?
    

    
      It is not just an absurd story.
    

    
      It was like that when I first used the Shadow in the dream.
    

    
      There was another fairy in the lake, and after pondering how to play together with that friend, I made a bridge with the shadow.
    

    
      There is no need to only play 
      inside
       the shadow.
    

    
      I thought coming out of the shadow and influencing reality was the true usage of the Shadow.
    

    
      The thought that it could be done soon turned into conviction.
    

    
      Magic has no limits.
    

    
      At least the magic Lawrence thought of was like that.
    

    
      “Let’s go eat lunch, Lawrence.”
    

    
      “Already?”
    

    
      I stoped thinking.
    

    
      Marjorie came to find Lawrence, perhaps because it was time to eat.
    

    
      “It’s not ‘already’. Everyone gathered in the dining hall except you.”
    

    
      “So you came to get me.”
    

    
      Coming to my senses, the upper part of the window I was wiping was shining sparklingly.
    

    
      Feeling my arm a bit stiff is probably not just a feeling.
    

    
      “Yeah. There’s that too. And there’s another reason.”
    

    
      “Another reason?”
    

    
      “It’s nothing. Let’s go. They say it’s meat soup today.”
    

    
      “Really? This wasn't the time to be doing this.”
    

    
      Lawrence, having come down from the ladder, organized the cleaning tools.
    

    
      If I don't hurry, the meat soup might all disappear.
    

    
      The boy left the chapel behind with Marjorie.
    

    
      Before I knew it, the Shadow inside the shadow had disappeared without a trace.
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      Lunch was soup with meat chunks, just like Marjorie said.
    

    
      I didn't know what kind of meat it was, but the savory taste was delicious.
    

    
      “Have you adapted to the work a bit now?”
    

    
      “Just so-so…. Adaptation or whatever. I do it because I have to.”
    

    
      Marjorie shook her head as if asking what kind of answer that was.
    

    
      “Looking at how you do it, it didn't seem like that. Praise is high that the chapel is clean.”
    

    
      “I did similar work in the past.”
    

    
      “Similar work?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Cleaning, wiping, laundry. Things like that.”
    

    
      I didn't explicitly say it was inn work.
    

    
      I know that saying I worked is nothing more than words that are good to hear.
    

    
      “Must be nice. Nothing has changed for me in a year.”
    

    
      “Nice…. Instead, Marjorie reads well.”
    

    
      “It’s useless. Writing is just for distinguishing rooms anyway. You know how to do that much too, right?”
    

    
      “That is true.”
    

    
      “See. I’m telling you, being good at cleaning is much better.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      I don't know because I haven't thought about it deeply.
    

    
      “It is. Lawrence is sometimes like a fool. You were grinning earlier when I went to call you too.”
    

    
      “There was a reason for that.”
    

    
      “Must have been. The old grime must have come off very well, right?”
    

    
      It is bothersome to deny every single thing.
    

    
      Instead of retorting, Lawrence took a bite of the bread.
    

    
      Perhaps because we were the same age, I became close with Marjorie quickly.
    

    
      We communicated well, and she was the only one in this vast monastery I spoke informally with.
    

    
      I was still only on greeting terms with the other two employees.
    

    
      Joan and Edith.
    

    
      Since there was a bit of an age gap with both, it was hard to start a conversation.
    

    
      If asked if the relationship was uncomfortable because of that, that wasn't it either.
    

    
      “Shall I teach you a trick next time?”
    

    
      “A trick?”
    

    
      “A cleaning trick. How to wipe windows well, and how to not hurt your waist and wrists when mopping.”
    

    
      “Really? Then that’s good for me!”
    

    
      Marjorie’s eyes shone sparklingly.
    

    
      “Teach me writing instead.”
    

    
      “You know how to read and write too.”
    

    
      “Compared to you, it’s nothing. I heard prayers in the chapel, but I really didn't understand a single thing they were saying.”
    

    
      “Uh…. What. Was it like that? Good. If it’s words often spoken in the Order, I am an expert. Don't worry and just trust me.”
    

    
      The girl's smile is blinding.
    

    
      Marjorie often lamented her lot, saying she grew up in an ordinary village and ended up staying in an ordinary monastery.
    

    
      Lawrence wondered if her unsullied face was something that could only be born in such an environment.
    

    
      It was so.
    

    
      It was a face the boy could absolutely never have.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      After learning to read, I developed a habit of cleaning in front of the chapel.
    

    
      Because cleaning while listening to the sound of prayers was much more fun than just silently wiping with a rag.
    

    
      Praises dedicated to the Goddess.
    

    
      Hymns raised to the Goddess.
    

    
      Although there might be slight differences, the essence does not change.
    

    
      “You are really tenacious. How do you learn all this in a month?”
    

    
      “It’s because the teacher teaches well.”
    

    
      It was natural that the speed of learning writing was fast.
    

    
      The prayers heard every day became a greater motivation than anything else.
    

    
      And Lawrence, thirsty for learning, absorbed Marjorie’s teachings.
    

    
      Writing letters on the ground with a twig and learning.
    

    
      Sometimes drawing pictures to make understanding easier.
    

    
      Taking tests with soil contained in old flowerpots.
    

    
      Just like the study of writing, my magic skills also improved a lot.
    

    
      Now I can pull the Shadow out of the shadow.
    

    
      However, the problem is that it returns to its original form as soon as I pull it out.
    

    
      What is different?
    

    
      It is different from the Shadow unfolded in the dream.
    

    
      The bridge made on the lake was maintained at least until I woke from the dream.
    

    
      No matter how much I thought, I couldn't know the reason.
    

    
      …Let’s not be impatient.
    

    
      Recently, I have become greedy.
    

    
      Internally for magic. Externally because of the monastery life.
    

    
      I ended up falling into the delusion that I was special.
    

    
      That is not so.
    

    
      There was a need to look at reality cool-headedly.
    

    
      I am still Lawrence, the orphan who has nothing.
    

    
      Even if I learned magic, that fact does not change.
    

    
      Furthermore, a half-wit who can't even properly handle his one and only magic.
    

    
      Once my thoughts reached that point, I no longer became arrogant.
    

    
      The prayers flowing out from the chapel influenced the boy’s nature, whether he knew it or not.
    

    
      Eventually, the first spring at the monastery arrived.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The daily life of St. Charmant Monastery did not change greatly.
    

    
      Lawrence also aged one more year and became 14.
    

    
      I became able to talk freely not only with Marjorie but also with Joan and Edith without burden.
    

    
      It is fine to consider that I have completely adapted to monastery life now.
    

    
      Perhaps thinking it was a good time, Aveline called him.
    

    
      “It seems you are adapting well.”
    

    
      “It is thanks to Sister’s consideration.”
    

    
      “I am grateful for that heart, but offer your thanks to the Goddess.”
    

    
      There is no need for Aveline to remind me.
    

    
      Lawrence knows well how deep the faith of the clergy is.
    

    
      A frugal and restrained life.
    

    
      Basically, the meals are the same as the employees'.
    

    
      Attendance at worship time is mandatory.
    

    
      Once mass ended, they devoted themselves to studying doctrine.
    

    
      A daily routine repeating like a squirrel running in a wheel.
    

    
      Yet, no one voices a complaint.
    

    
      Marjorie said she couldn't understand the life of a cleric.
    

    
      However, Lawrence’s thought was different.
    

    
      Because the clergy of the Order are such people, they receive respect and awe from the world in one body.
    

    
      “Starting today, the cleaning area you are in charge of will increase.”
    

    
      “Just leave it to me. Is it the 2nd floor?”
    

    
      Lawrence rarely had occasion to go up to the 2nd floor.
    

    
      The space where the clergy stayed was mainly handled by Joan and Edith.
    

    
      “It is the chapel.”
    

    
      “You aren't speaking of the ceiling, are you?”
    

    
      “The Goddess statue and the stained glass.”
    

    
      Lawrence turned around, forgetting he was in the middle of a conversation.
    

    
      The Goddess statue looked down benevolently on the entire chapel.
    

    
      The stained glass engraved with Goddess Belche’s ascension was still beautiful beyond measure.
    

    
      “May I wipe them?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      Aveline nodded silently.
    

    
      “Remember. Just as you are looking at us, the fact is that we are also watching you.”
    

    
      There is a bone in her words.
    

    
      It is different from the appearance of just praising.
    

    
      It was closer to a nuance that if I did something wrong, they could inflict a corresponding punishment.
    

    
      “The reputation that the area you are in charge of is clean is widespread. I trust you will not disappoint this time either.”
    

    
      “I will do my best.”
    

    
      “Good. I entrust the Goddess to you, Lawrence.”
    

    
      For the Goddess statue and stained glass, even the cleaning tools were different.
    

    
      Not a common rag, but a clean cloth.
    

    
      A transparent liquid where the inside was fully visible was contained in a bottle.
    

    
      First, I clean the stained glass.
    

    
      I had thought about it continuously before.
    

    
      It is a structure where beautiful colors pour down as sunlight permeates.
    

    
      As the stained glass was dirty, I had the thought that the beauty was fading.
    

    
      Lawrence’s thought was not wrong.
    

    
      Although I hadn't wiped the Goddess statue yet, just wiping the stained glass made the chapel feel much brighter.
    

    
      Next is the Goddess statue.
    

    
      First of all, the material is different from ordinary stone.
    

    
      I think Sister Joan definitely said it was marble.
    

    
      How many days has it been since I started cleaning the Goddess statue?
    

    
      Lawrence discovered something glittering behind the Goddess statue.
    

    
      What had fallen between the Goddess statue and the stained glass was a fragment.
    

    
      A fragment holding a pure white color.
    

    
      It must certainly be a piece that fell off the Goddess statue.
    

    
      I felt like my heart dropped with a thud.
    

    
      Did I make a mistake?
    

    
      Did the fragment fall because I cleaned wrong?
    

    
      The fear that I dared to commit such a mistake on the Goddess statue rushed in.
    

    
      However, Lawrence realized something was strange.
    

    
      Looking closely, it seemed the fragment had fallen a very long time ago.
    

    
      Comparing it with the part that fell off the Goddess statue, I could be sure.
    

    
      It was so old that the shape almost didn't match.
    

    
      I decided to take the fragment for now and tell Aveline tomorrow.
    

    
      That night’s dream guided the boy to a scenery he was seeing for the first time.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      At first, I thought I wasn't dreaming the usual dream.
    

    
      It was because the scenery inside the dream was so different that I thought so.
    

    
      Dark sky.
    

    
      Invisible sun.
    

    
      No matter where I looked around, only terrible thickets.
    

    
      Nowhere did the fantastic scenery continue.
    

    
      I don't know the reason.
    

    
      To organize his thoughts, Lawrence sat down.
    

    
      Just rolling my brain was boring, so I cast Shadow.
    

    
      The Shadow, now completely skillful, climbed up a tree.
    

    
      It doesn't matter if my vision doesn't reach.
    

    
      I don't feel like the power to control it has weakened either.
    

    
      Rather, my senses became sharper as much as it wasn't visible to the eye.
    

    
      The Shadow, having gone around the tree, approached Lawrence’s fingertips.
    

    
      Not bad for a practice thought up impromptu.
    

    
      I really like the point that I can control it even without my gaze reaching.
    

    
      How it looked on top of the tree, in what way it was moving; it felt as if feet were attached to the Shadow.
    

    
      Was it because there was more movement than usual?
    

    
      The pain that started near the chest throbbed.
    

    
      But thinking about it, it was strange.
    

    
      Here is the world inside the dream.
    

    
      Even if I overdid magic somewhat, it wasn't hard before.
    

    
      Today, load is being placed just like in reality; it seems like it's not inside a dream.
    

    
      Is it just a feeling?
    

    
      If not, what is the reason?
    

    
      Thinking carefully about what is different from the usual dream: the first is the place, and the second was the fact that the surroundings were quiet.
    

    
      The fairy friends I always spent time with are absent.
    

    
      Could it be that the reason it was okay usually was because of the fairies?
    

    
      Rising from his seat, Lawrence moved his steps.
    

    
      I don't know where I should go out to.
    

    
      Still, I cannot escape the forest if I stay still.
    

    
      The attempt was good.
    

    
      Although I soon realized how naive a thought that was.
    

    
      The scenery changed.
    

    
      The forest, already gloomy, lost its light at some moment.
    

    
      Trees that turned desolate. The dark night sky was cast over branches without a single leaf.
    

    
      The ground that was holding a green light also turned into a wasteland.
    

    
      Barren land is easy to see around Hilton Village. It is the worst land that refuses not only human touch but even animal touch.
    

    
      My heart kept fluttering.
    

    
      Thorny bushes replaced the thickets.
    

    
      The path becoming gradually narrower made me feel even a sort of warning.
    

    
      If it wasn't just a feeling, I even felt a gaze watching me.
    

    
      I must have taken the wrong path.
    

    
      That said, I can't go back the way I came either.
    

    
      Eventually, there was no option other than to advance blindly.
    

    
      How much time has passed since then?
    

    
      Stopping to rest in between and practicing Shadow 4 times.
    

    
      Lawrence came to know that he wasn't alone wandering the forest.
    

    
      I encountered the residents of the forest.
    

    
      First of all, they are different from the fairy friends.
    

    
      The silhouette seen at a glance was the appearance of two feet coming out of a fur ball.
    

    
      A spinning fur ball. As soon as I confirmed it with two eyes, the appearance of it running away scurry scurry felt quite ridiculous too.
    

    
      It's not that there are only seemingly cute residents.
    

    
      A bat with one eye, or if I didn't see wrong, I also saw a rabbit that seemed to have two heads.
    

    
      Upon encountering the bizarre residents of the forest, the anxiety grew bigger.
    

    
      Can I be relieved just because it's a world inside a dream?
    

    
      The pain and ache felt when handling the Shadow are real.
    

    
      If I get hurt here, wouldn't a problem occur in reality too?
    

    
      I don't know.
    

    
      Because I couldn't know, I was more scared.
    

    
      It was when Lawrence was confronting the fear narrowing in moment by moment.
    

    
      That change visited suddenly.
    

    
      Vivid breath.
    

    
      My body trembles 
      shiver shiver
      .
    

    
      The surroundings became cold to an unspeakable degree.
    

    
      Someone is approaching this way.
    

    
      I am not talking about a human presence. As if they had legs, the trees and thorny bushes parted left and right, making a path.
    

    
      Clop clop.
    

    
      Something like the sound of horse hooves gradually got closer.
    

    
      A headache ran through me like electricity flowing.
    

    
      The boy, frowning at the sudden pain, faced it.
    

    
      Four legs and eight hooves moving as if sliding.
    

    
      Swaying mane and horsehair. A gloss flowed that could not even be compared to the horses pulling peddlers' wagons.
    

    
      I even get the feeling that, for a horse, it looks better than a person.
    

    
      The unknown sense of defeat was not long.
    

    
      Because on top of the horse without a saddle, there was an unidentified existence sitting sideways.
    

    
      I felt it instinctively the moment I saw it.
    

    
      It is not a human.
    

    
      It is taking the shape of a human, but that is not a human.
    

    
      Attire is difficult to express in words.
    

    
      The existence, wrapped in dark red cloth from head to toe, was covered in ominous energy.
    

    
      Bugs began to crawl inside my head.
    

    
      How painful it is; it cannot be compared to when I trained the Shadow to the limit.
    

    
      It was when I moved my hand to my temple because I absolutely couldn't endure it.
    

    
      Red eyes were revealed between the cloth where a face should be.
    

    
      One. Two. Three….
    

    
      Just the number seen at a glance was five.
    

    
      Lawrence barely swallowed a scream.
    

    
      The eyes resembling those of a snake looked at the boy and then held a strange glow.
    

    
      「■■■■ ■■ ■■■ ■■■ ■■■, ■ov■d ■■■■■.」
    

    
      I couldn't understand what it was saying.
    

    
      The creeping voice invited cold sweat.
    

    
      「■■u ■■e ■os■?」
    

    
      I cannot make a voice.
    

    
      My head hurts just by standing facing it.
    

    
      Hearing its voice on top of that, the world spun round and round.
    

    
      「■■, ■■■■. ■ou■d ■■u ■■k■ ■■ ■■ ■o ■u■d■ ■■u ■■ ■■■ ■■t■?」
    

    
      An ominous tone raced forth.
    

    
      「■o■ ■■t ■■m■n. ■■t ■■■ ■r■ ■i■■e■e■t ■■o■ ■h■ ■■i■i■s ■■r■. ■■ ■■e■s ■o■ ■■v■ ■■a■■e■ ■■■ ■■a■■s ■■ ■■■ ■■■■■■■.」
    

    
      I feel like I'll be swallowed by fear.
    

    
      Lawrence, feeling like he would collapse, barely held onto his consciousness.
    

    
      Because the ominous thought occurred that the moment I closed my two eyes, I would never wake up again.
    

    
      「■■ ■■e ■■■■e■ ■a■■ ■■r■■s ■■r ■o■■ ■■k■, ■■ ■■ ■o■ ■■■■a■ ■■ a■■ ■■ ■■n■■e■s. ■■w■v■r, ■■xt ■■m■ ■■u ■■m■, ■ ■■p■ ■■u ■■l■ ■■ ■■r■n■ ■n■u■h ■o ■■a■ ■■is ■■e■■n■.」
    

    
      What meaning was contained in those words?
    

    
      A strand of wind blew.
    

    
      The voice of the red eyes cannot be heard well.
    

    
      The wind that wrapped around the boy soon disappeared as if sinking into the ground.
    

    
      It was right immediately after that when Lawrence woke from the dream.
    

    
      The faintly remaining headache announced that the dream was not a lie.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      I shouldn't be feeling any chill.
    

    
      The boy, wrapping his body with both hands, trembled 
      shiver shiver
      .
    

    
      It was a peculiar dream.
    

    
      This is not the first time I faced fear in a dream.
    

    
      But that is a dream by the name of a nightmare.
    

    
      Not fear met in a world inside a dream like now.
    

    
      Something changed.
    

    
      Why did I dream a different dream instead of the usual one?
    

    
      There is only one thing I can guess.
    

    
      Lawrence found that thing he had placed by his bedside.
    

    
      The fragment that fell from the Goddess statue.
    

    
      The pure white stone reflected in the moonlight was somehow eerie.
    

    
      For some reason, I even get a feeling similar to the cloth the red eyes was wrapped in.
    

    
      Morning was still far away, but I couldn't dare to sleep anymore.
    

    
      Rising from his bedding, Lawrence practiced Shadow.
    

    
      Was it because I clung to it as if running away from fear?
    

    
      That day, the Shadow succeeded in coming out of the shadow and moving steps like a human.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Are you tired?”
    

    
      “I couldn't sleep.”
    

    
      “Why? Is something wrong?”
    

    
      “It’s nothing much.”
    

    
      To Marjorie’s words asking if I was okay, Lawrence answered perfunctorily.
    

    
      I know I’m sorry, but I'm not in the mood to answer properly.
    

    
      My head was complicated with the thought of meeting Sister Aveline.
    

    
      How should I show the Goddess statue's fragment?
    

    
      If I just show it, a thunderbolt might fall.
    

    
      Because normally, they would think I broke the Goddess statue by mistake while cleaning.
    

    
      It is obvious they would consider the one who broke it to be Lawrence, who showed this.
    

    
      Will it be resolved well if I tell the truth?
    

    
      I'm not sure. Honestly speaking, I was anxious.
    

    
      I know well how Sister Aveline, as well as the clergy living in the monastery, treat the Goddess statue.
    

    
      Rather, it would be strange not to know.
    

    
      If it were another matter, I feel she would judge cool-headedly.
    

    
      But because it was a matter related to the Goddess statue, anxiety kept surging up.
    

    
      However, even thinking all morning, no answer came out.
    

    
      Eventually, the chapel's mass began, and Lawrence faced Aveline without any plan.
    

    
      “Sister. Excuse me…. I discovered this while wiping the Goddess statue.”
    

    
      Naturally, Aveline’s complexion changed abruptly.
    

    
      “Did you perhaps do that?”
    

    
      “No. That is…. Comparing the fallen fragment and the broken part, it seemed like it fell quite a long time ago.”
    

    
      Only after checking the fallen fragment and the broken part several times did her expression soften.
    

    
      “Thank you for speaking honestly. If you had voiced a lie, there would have been a fitting punishment.”
    

    
      I'm glad I spoke honestly.
    

    
      Putting it bluntly, I wasn't the one who did it, but I worried for nothing as if I had become the culprit.
    

    
      “That’s a relief. If I had been kicked out like this, I wouldn't have been able to even go down to the village.”
    

    
      “Were you thinking that?”
    

    
      “Yes. That…. Is it different?”
    

    
      Aveline shook her head.
    

    
      “Mercy and love are our basic ideologies. In mercy, the heart of forgiveness also dwells.”
    

    
      At least I won't be kicked out of the monastery.
    

    
      Lawrence was relieved at her words that I would have received a different punishment.
    

    
      “You just have to work hard like now. If there are uncomfortable points, do not hide them but speak. Especially speak honestly regarding work like today. If you do not want to go to the confessional, that is.”
    

    
      “I will keep that in mind, Sister.”
    

    
      But Aveline turned her body after those words.
    

    
      “Are you not taking this?”
    

    
      “That is a holy relic the Goddess has bestowed upon you. Devote yourself henceforth as well, Lawrence.”
    

    
      The fragment of the Goddess statue remained in Lawrence’s hand.
    

    
      I thought naturally she would retrieve it, but I didn't know I would come to receive such a precious thing.
    

    
      No. Is it correct that it is precious?
    

    
      The important thing is the Goddess statue, not a fragment that fell from the Goddess statue.
    

    
      Still, I couldn't throw it away.
    

    
      Aveline’s words lingered in my ears.
    

    
      A holy relic bestowed by the Goddess.
    

    
      She must certainly think there is some meaning in Lawrence discovering the fragment of the Goddess statue.
    

    
      Lawrence’s face, fingering the fragment, clouded over.
    

    
      The problem is the dream.
    

    
      Will I perhaps encounter the red eyes again?
    

    
      I cannot deny that the Shadow became skillful after that day.
    

    
      However, it was hard to consider that as blindly a good thing.
    

    
      It was that fearful of an experience.
    

    
      The inside of the dream, which used to be only enjoyable, ended up being encroached upon by fear.
    

    
      What is more fearful is the fact that a person cannot 
      not
       sleep.
    

    
      One can escape reality into a dream.
    

    
      But inside a dream, there is no place to run away.
    

    
      Suffering from anxiety and nervousness was brief.
    

    
      The eyelids of Lawrence, who had gone to bed, became heavy.
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      After meeting the red eyes, the dream did not visit for a while.
    

    
      When a week passed without dreaming, I rather became anxious.
    

    
      Would I possibly not dream like this forever?
    

    
      I realized I had only been saying full-bellied words until now.
    

    
      The world inside the dream was the only drawbridge connecting Lawrence and magic.
    

    
      In the first place, magic was something I could learn because I dreamed.
    

    
      If not for the dream, I would likely have never encountered magic in my whole life.
    

    
      Fortunately, the dream returned as if knowing the boy’s heart.
    

    
      The fairy friends welcomed Lawrence, who had returned.
    

    
      As great as the anxiety had been, I was so happy that tears welled up in my two eyes.
    

    
      Let’s act cautiously even starting from now.
    

    
      This was an accident that happened because everyone knew too little.
    

    
      Because Lawrence knew nothing about the world inside the dream.
    

    
      This incident is also an extension of that.
    

    
      Because I didn't know, I faced an unknown danger.
    

    
      Vaguely, I thought anything was possible in a dream.
    

    
      Because it is a dream Lawrence himself is dreaming.
    

    
      I couldn't even guess that such fear would be lurking.
    

    
      A small seed sprouted deep inside my heart.
    

    
      The fear that began to germinate from the meeting with the red eyes soon transformed its appearance into vigilance.
    

    
      Now when I dream, I don't just play blindly.
    

    
      I examined the scenery unfolding before my eyes as much as possible and remembered the faces of the fairy friends one by one.
    

    
      Just because I made an effort doesn't mean satisfactory communication happened.
    

    
      Because I couldn't understand all the words of the fairies usually hovering by his side.
    

    
      The ominous red eyes were like that too.
    

    
      When the red eyes creeping like snakes came to mind, I felt like my blood was freezing.
    

    
      Fortunately, there isn't only bad news.
    

    
      A hypothesis I cautiously established.
    

    
      If I was with the fairy friends, it was easier to handle magic.
    

    
      「You need our help? Are we playing together today too?」
    

    
      「Good. Just ask! It’s fun for us too!」
    

    
      I had forgotten.
    

    
      The emotion the fairy friends voiced was always goodwill.
    

    
      Thanks to that, the Shadow achieved great development in the last few days.
    

    
      Now I am able to maintain the form even if it wasn't a dream.
    

    
      If asked if I can do it for long, it is still an ambiguous amount of time.
    

    
      Still, Lawrence was satisfied.
    

    
      Compared to the beginning, just being able to pull out a form was incredible.
    

    
      Having a form means being able to touch it too.
    

    
      When I pushed an object with the Shadow, laughter even came out.
    

    
      In the meantime, St. Charmant Monastery became a little busy.
    

    
      It was because news came in that trainee priests would visit the monastery around the time summer approached.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Trainee priests?”
    

    
      “Did the Sister not tell you? The 1st floor where we stay. Originally, it’s a lodging where trainee priests stay, not employees.”
    

    
      “Come to think of it, maybe I did hear it.”
    

    
      “You definitely forgot. Aveline would have told you, not any other Sister.”
    

    
      As if hiding his embarrassment, Lawrence changed the subject.
    

    
      I couldn't ask Joan or Sister Edith about things like this.
    

    
      “By the way, what kind of people are trainee priests?”
    

    
      “You don't even know that?”
    

    
      As if dumbfounded, Marjorie opened her two eyes roundly.
    

    
      “They are clergy wandering the entire continent. If you intend to join the Order, you must essentially go through being a trainee priest. You know the clergy who pray in the chapel every day? Why would those people only be studying on the 2nd floor when mass is over? 
    

    
      That’s all in preparation for when they go out as trainee priests.”
    

    
      This time it was Lawrence’s turn to be surprised.
    

    
      I thought if one trained steadily at the monastery, one would become a Deacon or a Head Priest.
    

    
      “Then will all the clergy on the 2nd floor become trainee priests?”
    

    
      “Half right. Half wrong.”
    

    
      The girl holding potato soup mumbled.
    

    
      “To be exact, there are paths of becoming a trainee priest and embarking on a pilgrimage, or training at a monastery or temple. Usually, they rate the trainee priests embarking on a pilgrimage higher. Those trainee priests are called pilgrims.”
    

    
      “I understand what the former means. Then isn't the latter the same as the clergy at our monastery?”
    

    
      “Looking at you at times like this, Lawrence is really like a fool.”
    

    
      “Don't be like that and just tell me.”
    

    
      “It’s totally different. Those people are from our monastery. No matter how much they study and train here, they can't become trainee priests. If you want to become a trainee priest, it is best to go to another monastery, prove your faith, and receive a recommendation letter.”
    

    
      The girl, slightly frowning, continued speaking.
    

    
      “Think simply. ‘I trained hard at our monastery, I will guarantee that.’ It’s like this. Usually, they say the Deacon or the Head Priest of the relevant monastery does it. I don't know the details either. Just know it as something like that.”
    

    
      It seems the clergy also have many things to worry about one way or another.
    

    
      “Know it well on this occasion. So you don't suffer later.”
    

    
      “Suffer?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Like it or not, you are at the monastery. Someday you will be part of the Order, so wouldn't it be good to know in advance?”
    

    
      “Did you enter the monastery because you wanted to become a cleric?”
    

    
      Lawrence voiced a question instead of an answer.
    

    
      “No way. I absolutely hate such a stifling life.”
    

    
      “Then why did you enter the monastery?”
    

    
      “They say women who have lived in a monastery are popular as brides.”
    

    
      Marjorie shrugged her shoulders.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      One month later.
    

    
      Five trainee priests visited St. Charmant Monastery.
    

    
      One of them was a pilgrim embarking on a pilgrimage.
    

    
      A robe dirtied with dust and black scabs.
    

    
      Leather armor was visible under the robe fluttering in the wind.
    

    
      A sword at the waist. He is also carrying a crossbow on his back.
    

    
      I saw bows a lot in the village, but I rarely saw crossbows.
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you. Wanderer finding the way.”
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you.”
    

    
      The trainee priests, having finished greetings, headed to the 1st-floor corridor.
    

    
      The hands of the employees became busy.
    

    
      We skipped the usual cleaning areas and clung to the trainee priest matter.
    

    
      What was fortunately somewhat a relief was that they didn't require much work.
    

    
      For instance, there is no need to prepare bathwater.
    

    
      They also come down to the basement dining hall directly for meals.
    

    
      Cleaning was the same.
    

    
      Cleaning the room once before they came was sufficient.
    

    
      It was only busy for about a week after the trainee priests arrived.
    

    
      Once the monastery life stabilized, Lawrence clung to the Shadow.
    

    
      Busy with cleaning, I hadn't been able to practice magic for a while.
    

    
      Practicing once or twice before falling asleep was all.
    

    
      It would be a lie to say it didn't weigh on my mind.
    

    
      Magic doesn't run away, but magic skill might run away.
    

    
      Because even a sword will rust if not taken out of the scabbard for a long time.
    

    
      Because the frequency of dreaming decreased recently, impatience was creeping up 
      crawl crawl
      .
    

    
      I don't know the reason.
    

    
      Are there any conditions to dreaming?
    

    
      Although Lawrence knows little, he is not a fool.
    

    
      I also have the awareness that the continuation of dreams is not a normal matter.
    

    
      Hiding the Shadow, which has now barely started toddling steps, thoroughly was also for that reason.
    

    
      Be cautious in everything.
    

    
      I don't know what will happen if magic is discovered by others.
    

    
      Even more so if it is magic that cannot protect even my one body.
    

    
      Fortunately, no abnormality occurred in the skill of handling the Shadow.
    

    
      Rather, despite resting for a few days, I feel more skillful.
    

    
      It is different from cleaning where only the same work is repeated every time.
    

    
      It is fun that the Shadow moves as I want.
    

    
      Now it was also possible to wander around once from the room door to the window without difficulty.
    

    
      The second week since the trainee priests arrived at the monastery.
    

    
      The Shadow reached a level where it could run holding even small objects.
    

    
      That day, the boy could dream of feeling good.
    

    
      Lawrence examined the surroundings first.
    

    
      The green grassland and lake. The appearance of fairy friends coming and going is beyond familiar now; it’s even affectionate.
    

    
      After the incident of the red eyes, confirming safety inside the dream first became a habit.
    

    
      Fortunately, falling into an unknown place didn't happen after that day.
    

    
      Neither the forest where darkness seemed to crawl.
    

    
      Nor the thorny bushes where the end couldn't be seen.
    

    
      Nor the red eyes wrapped in cloth.
    

    
      Until now, they haven't appeared again in front of Lawrence.
    

    
      However, it is not a problem to pass over lightly.
    

    
      If I don't have vigilance, I cannot cope when things go wrong.
    

    
      「That person will come soon!」
    

    
      「Prepare. Prepare to greet!」
    

    
      However, the fairy friends were somehow busy.
    

    
      「■■■■ ■■ prepare too. Let’s offer greetings.」
    

    
      The commotion continued until the fairies gathered.
    

    
      When the fairies gathered on the grassland, something began to grow.
    

    
      Sprouts. Grass. Trees.
    

    
      The tree that repeated growth in an instant soared densely.
    

    
      Its size is so big it looks like it almost covers the sky.
    

    
      The surprising thing is that this isn't the end.
    

    
      From the tree, stems and the body wove together to make a single form.
    

    
      Arms and legs are all tree stems.
    

    
      Even the tree stem hair has green leaves sprouting.
    

    
      I don't know if this existence can be called a person, but it is certainly close to a beautiful form.
    

    
      Facing that existence, a headache ran through me for an instant.
    

    
      A throbbing as if the inside of the head would break.
    

    
      That was similar to the pain felt when facing the red eyes.
    

    
      「Welcome, Queen-nim.」
    

    
      「We seek an audience with the Queen-nim.」
    

    
      Queen? Is she the Queen of the fairies?
    

    
      Come to think of it, a wreath like a tiara was visible on top of the head where green leaves sprouted.
    

    
      「■■ ■ ■■■ ■■ ■ ■■■ ■■■■. Is ■■■■■■■ ■■■■■■ ■■l■?」
    

    
      The pain became more severe.
    

    
      Just like with the red eyes, I couldn't know what she was talking about.
    

    
      「Yeah! Everyone is having fun. ■■■■ ■■ is here too!」
    

    
      「Will Queen-nim play before going too? It will be more fun if we play together!」
    

    
      「I ■■■■ ■o ■■■y, ■■■ ■■■■y is ■■■■■■■ ■■■■.」
    

    
      At the fairies' question, the Queen looked at Lawrence.
    

    
      My head bows because the headache is so severe.
    

    
      Now I know. This pain, this ache is a warning that appears when facing a certain existence.
    

    
      The red eyes didn't threaten the boy.
    

    
      The Fairy Queen in front of my eyes is the same.
    

    
      Just by facing them.
    

    
      Just by hearing their voice, the inside of my head screams.
    

    
      「■■■■ ■■. Are you hurt somewhere?」
    

    
      「What’s wrong? What happened?」
    

    
      The helping hand was extended by the Queen.
    

    
      「■■■.」
    

    
      A strand of flame bloomed.
    

    
      The flame left an intense trajectory in the darkening vision.
    

    
      When I came to my senses, the headache assaulting the inside of my head disappeared.
    

    
      After the dream also disappeared without a trace.
    

    
      What remains is just Lawrence covered in sweat.
    

    
      The boy, rising from his bedding, gathered both hands in front.
    

    
      I had to recall before I forgot.
    

    
      The flame the Fairy Queen made.
    

    
      Although I didn't hear what she said, I understood what those lips wove.
    

    
      What comes to mind is a handful of light blooming in the darkness.
    

    
      The days wandering the back alleys.
    

    
      The beginning of hope waited for while avoiding cold and darkness.
    

    
      The light announcing the morning breathed the courage to live again.
    

    
      “Fire.”
    

    
      Like hope rising, flames bloomed from his fingertips.
    

    
      A weak flame compared to the flame the Fairy Queen made.
    

    
      Still, there was no disappointment.
    

    
      Rather, only joy was filling his chest.
    

    
      I succeeded.
    

    
      It is not a coincidence.
    

    
      I can use other magic that isn't the Shadow.
    

    
      That fact was incomparably joyful.
    

    
      It is different from the flame the Fairy Queen handled.
    

    
      The size is small and it doesn't seem that hot either.
    

    
      Above all, the flame is taking on a dark red color.
    

    
      Fire was different from the Shadow.
    

    
      The Shadow moved according to Lawrence’s will, but the Fire headed where it wanted to go like a dog trying to escape its leash.
    

    
      If I make a mistake, the room will burn down entirely.
    

    
      Concentration, raised infinitely, held the Fire’s leash firmly.
    

    
      That day, Lawrence immersed himself in Fire practice, forgetting that the day was brightening.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      If there is the biggest change that occurred after learning Fire, it was becoming able to wash my body with warm water.
    

    
      The method to make water hot was simple.
    

    
      If I heat a pedestal stone with Fire, the preparation is over.
    

    
      If I put the stone in the wooden bucket containing water, the water became hot quickly.
    

    
      Thanks to that, I could wash my body as much as I wanted with warm water.
    

    
      At first, I doubted if the water would really become hot.
    

    
      Because the Fire I touched directly was warm rather than hot.
    

    
      However, the doubt disappeared the moment I moved the Fire to the ground.
    

    
      Blooming smoke and flames.
    

    
      In short, the Fire didn't bite its owner.
    

    
      There was one more piece of happy news.
    

    
      I thought it might be so. When I face an unknown existence in the dream, the power to handle magic also became stronger.
    

    
      The red eyes were like that.
    

    
      The Fairy Queen was like that.
    

    
      At first, I was so scared that objective judgment wasn't possible.
    

    
      But coming to now, the thought occurred that this isn't blindly a bad thing.
    

    
      In using magic henceforth, the most important thing is pain.
    

    
      Especially the headache announcing the limit takes away even normal thinking.
    

    
      Even as empty words, it is not a pleasant experience.
    

    
      When I faced the red eyes, I really thought I was dying.
    

    
      When I met the Fairy Queen too, the usual headache was terrible.
    

    
      But in exchange, I became able to handle the Shadow better too.
    

    
      Following Lawrence’s hand gesture, the Shadow moved.
    

    
      Hands and feet advancing like flowing water mimicked human movement.
    

    
      Much more distinct movement.
    

    
      If it's a great development, it is a development.
    

    
      However, compared to Fire, there were many points that were a little lacking.
    

    
      Just now, I am using Fire usefully in daily life.
    

    
      To put it bluntly, I could light up a dark room.
    

    
      Making water hot was also possible.
    

    
      On the other hand, the Shadow lacked power and was small in size.
    

    
      I comforted myself saying although it is weak now, who knows what will happen later, but lately even that conviction wavered.
    

    
      Let’s not compare.
    

    
      Fire has Fire’s advantages.
    

    
      Shadow has Shadow’s advantages.
    

    
      What is lacking is not magic but Lawrence handling it.
    

    
      Shadow and Fire.
    

    
      Handling the two magics together was impossible.
    

    
      It's not that I haven't tried the challenge.
    

    
      However, after a few trials and errors, I gave up.
    

    
      To use a metaphor, it is close to the feeling of looking left and right simultaneously.
    

    
      Speaking frankly, it means it doesn't work.
    

    
      Let’s not be greedy.
    

    
      Excessive greed invites disaster.
    

    
      It is fortunate if I can handle even just what is given well.
    

    
      Honestly speaking, it was stifling because there was no one to ask.
    

    
      Since there is no one presenting a clear answer to doubts, I had to advance slowly like tapping a stone bridge one by one before crossing.
    

    
      Still, it wasn't a very bad feeling.
    

    
      Encounter with the unknown is enjoyable.
    

    
      Now, I was purely happy just getting to know magic.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Around the time perfect summer approached, Blackwell called Lawrence.
    

    
      “Trainee priest?”
    

    
      “Yes. I want to hear what your thoughts are.”
    

    
      I received an unexpected proposal.
    

    
      Lawrence, having organized his thoughts for a moment, spoke cautiously.
    

    
      “Excuse me…… Could you give me some time to think?”
    

    
      “Of course. Let’s see. A week would be sufficient, right? Think it over carefully and answer.”
    

    
      “Thank you for your consideration, Deacon.”
    

    
      Lawrence, leaving Blackwell’s room behind, fell into contemplation.
    

    
      A cleric belonging to the Holy Cross Order.
    

    
      In a sense, it is a resonance as sweet as a Mage.
    

    
      Especially for Lawrence, who was an orphan, the meaning inevitably has to be exceptional.
    

    
      It was a life where I didn't have a single place to lean on my whole life.
    

    
      It was the same when working at the inn.
    

    
      Even now working at the monastery, with one word from a superior, I would be kicked out onto the streets.
    

    
      That is Lawrence’s current address.
    

    
      It isn't something that can be changed just because I want to change.
    

    
      I knew the difference in status and origin since I was young.
    

    
      Because it wasn't only Lawrence who looked up enviously at Hilton Castle from the back alleys.
    

    
      Blackwell’s proposal is an opportunity hard to grasp easily.
    

    
      If it were the boy of the past, I would have definitely nodded immediately upon hearing the proposal.
    

    
      If I am a cleric belonging to the Order, I would be able to reveal myself confidently wherever I go.
    

    
      Love and mercy.
    

    
      If simply listed in words, they are nothing words, but the Order’s clergy dedicated their beliefs to them.
    

    
      Speaking of the clergy’s asceticism makes my mouth hurt.
    

    
      Restrained and frugal life.
    

    
      Service without expecting a reward.
    

    
      Actually, because asceticism is so hard, some clergy couldn't endure this life and left the monastery behind.
    

    
      But because of that, power dwells in the Order’s ideology.
    

    
      But why couldn't I answer readily?
    

    
      The week Blackwell set passed in an instant.
    

    
      Eventually, Lawrence, who couldn't come up with an answer, visited his room.
    

    
      “You couldn't decide?”
    

    
      “I am sorry.”
    

    
      The boy bowed his head.
    

    
      To the greeting containing apology and worry, Blackwell spoke.
    

    
      “It isn't a problem to decide easily. Rather, the thought occurs that it is fortunate you seem to be agonizing over it.”
    

    
      “…Are you not disappointed?”
    

    
      “Disappointed? Isn't there no reason to be? Even if you cannot answer readily now, there is no guarantee you will be like that later too.”
    

    
      Rising from his seat, he handed over a book that was at the back of the room.
    

    
      “I will give you three days. Engrave it in your heart as much as possible.”
    

    
      “Three days?”
    

    
      Lawrence asked back in surprise.
    

    
      The handed-over book wasn't of a thickness that could be read within three days.
    

    
      I know what book it is.
    

    
      An object the Order’s clergy consider more precious than life.
    

    
      It is the Bible engraved with the Holy Cross Order’s doctrine and teachings.
    

    
      “I didn't say to memorize it all.”
    

    
      “Understood. I will try.”
    

    
      Hearing the firm tone, I knew.
    

    
      There is no right of refusal. Since Blackwell yielded one step, this time it was Lawrence’s turn to yield.
    

    
      The boy, receiving the Bible, left Blackwell’s room behind.
    

    
      The problem was that the Bible seen after returning wasn't that easy.
    

    
      After turning the first two pages, my head throbbed.
    

    
      Difficult letters are packed tightly.
    

    
      Even though I learned writing from Marjorie, dozens of words I couldn't understand at all were written on one page.
    

    
      Still, I forcibly held the Bible and tried reading, but on the first day, I couldn't pass 20 pages.
    

    
      Even that was the result of effort because I didn't want to see Blackwell’s disappointed expression.
    

    
      Since the Bible was hard to read for no reason, other thoughts occurred.
    

    
      Shadow and Fire kept coming to mind.
    

    
      From then on, Lawrence combined magic and Bible study.
    

    
      If Bible study was hard, I practiced magic.
    

    
      If my chest hurt, I returned to Bible study.
    

    
      In the blink of an eye, the promised three days passed.
    

    
      “How was it?”
    

    
      “I still don't know well.”
    

    
      At Blackwell’s question, Lawrence poured out his honest feelings.
    

    
      The doctrine carried in the Bible.
    

    
      Or the words of past saints or great miracles.
    

    
      It was still too early to understand all of this.
    

    
      I cannot become a cleric with this kind of heart.
    

    
      Above all, it was rude to people walking the path of faith.
    

    
      “Don't know, is it. Good. I see that can also be an answer. Since I also read and studied the Bible for half my life, but I still don't understand what is right and what is wrong.”
    

    
      Blackwell spoke as if he read such thoughts of Lawrence.
    

    
      “Probably our Head Priest is thinking like that too. How can we, the servants, understand all of the Goddess’s will? So there is no choice but to explore and devote oneself endlessly.”
    

    
      “If I still couldn't reach enlightenment, what should I do?”
    

    
      “Even so, it doesn't matter. The footsteps toward enlightenment have already achieved great accomplishment just with that. Just as you is.”
    

    
      I felt as if that answer meshed with myself today.
    

    
      The magic Lawrence learned through dreams was like that.
    

    
      An unknown study where there are more things unknown than known.
    

    
      There is no teacher to be a guide, and like a buoy drifting in the vast ocean, I just advance while swaying.
    

    
      Still, there is meaning in the footsteps passed.
    

    
      The Shadow that was taken out of the shadow and gained form.
    

    
      The dark red Fire had already melted into daily life.
    

    
      I just have to do as I do now.
    

    
      It seemed as if Deacon Blackwell, not anyone else, answered like that.
    

    
      “It seems there is a dream you have decided in your heart.”
    

    
      “That is…… I am sorry.”
    

    
      Through the short question and answer, I realized my heart.
    

    
      Lawrence wanted to become a Mage.
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      Lawrence returned the Bible.
    

    
      However, Blackwell pushed the end of the Bible back with his hand.
    

    
      “That is yours from now on. Cherish it next to your life, and never let it leave your bosom.”
    

    
      “I do not want to become a cleric.”
    

    
      “I know. Still, keep it. Even if you harbor a different dream, the Goddess will be watching over you.”
    

    
      I thought I would get scolded.
    

    
      Looking at his demeanor, he didn't seem angry.
    

    
      “It seems you are making a big misunderstanding. Just because it is a monastery doesn't mean only clergy apply. We take in homeless children from all over the continent to educate and support them.”
    

    
      “That means…?”
    

    
      “It means you don't necessarily have to become a cleric.”
    

    
      Only then did I understand why he wasn't angry.
    

    
      “To speak honestly, your refusal is a bit of a shock.”
    

    
      “I am sorry.”
    

    
      Lawrence hurriedly bowed his head.
    

    
      Because I knew sincerity was contained in that voice.
    

    
      “So, do you have something in mind?”
    

    
      “I want to look around the world.”
    

    
      “The world?”
    

    
      “Yes. I felt it after coming to the monastery. That the world is wide and there are still many things I don't know. So I want to see the wider world directly with my own eyes.”
    

    
      The joy of getting to know the world.
    

    
      The world inside the dream and magic awakened Lawrence.
    

    
      In those old days, before settling in Hilton Village, the boy was just wandering the world.
    

    
      Toward wherever his feet touched aimlessly.
    

    
      Embracing a chest trembling with fear and excitement.
    

    
      Recalling the memories of that time, Lawrence hardened his resolve.
    

    
      “Indeed, it isn't a bad thought.”
    

    
      There is no smile on Blackwell’s expression.
    

    
      He seems to be pondering after hearing Lawrence’s true feelings.
    

    
      Let’s muster up a little more courage.
    

    
      If not now, there might be no opportunity to speak.
    

    
      “Regarding the trainee priests.”
    

    
      “Trainee priests?”
    

    
      “To be exact, I heard there is someone embarking on a pilgrimage.”
    

    
      There are a total of five trainee priests who visited St. Charmant Monastery.
    

    
      Among them, the pilgrim Blackwell mentioned was practically a celebrity.
    

    
      From the day after arriving at the monastery, that person was the only pilgrim who not only swung a sword in the corridor but also came and went outside like it was his own home.
    

    
      Marjorie often grumbled.
    

    
      That she couldn't distinguish at all whether he was a cleric or a mercenary.
    

    
      “Would it be okay if I perhaps saw the world with him and came back?”
    

    
      “You mean with Renald?”
    

    
      “Ah, I don't mean we will continue to go together. If it's not just Hilton Village…. It doesn't matter if we can only go together until a nearby village. After that, I will find out on my own.”
    

    
      Lawrence, hurriedly adding an explanation, lowered his head.
    

    
      It was because he looked somehow disapproving.
    

    
      It might have been too unreasonable a request.
    

    
      Lawrence is a mere employee. And a cheeky orphan who refused the trainee priest offer recommended by the monastery side at that.
    

    
      However, even as time passed, a thunderbolt did not fall.
    

    
      “Did you think of this alone?”
    

    
      “Thinking it would be good to do so was after the Deacon asked about the trainee priest matter.”
    

    
      “Admirable. Good. I will speak to Renald. I don't know about other pilgrims, but if it's that guy, one companion won't be any problem.”
    

    
      Permission fell from Blackwell’s lips.
    

    
      “But there won't be much time. Renald will embark on the pilgrimage soon. It is hard to assert whether he will take charge of you.”
    

    
      It was a tone containing worry.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      To state only the conclusion, Blackwell’s worry was half right and half wrong.
    

    
      “I am the Pilgrim Renald.”
    

    
      “I am called Lawrence.”
    

    
      Pilgrim Renald was a man with rough brown hair.
    

    
      His attire is no different from when he first visited the monastery.
    

    
      Dirty robe and leather armor.
    

    
      The armament was also the same, but just one thing, the crossbow wasn't visible.
    

    
      “I heard from Blackwell you want to go with me.”
    

    
      “I would like to ask you earnestly.”
    

    
      “Do you want to embark on a pilgrimage?”
    

    
      “No. The world….”
    

    
      “If you are not a trainee priest, there is no reason for me to allow your accompaniment. Do you even know what a pilgrimage is?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Lawrence couldn't answer.
    

    
      Seeing such a boy, Renald snorted.
    

    
      “Originally, a pilgrimage is a path of asking for the Goddess’s teachings alone. There cannot be a companion, and even if encountered on the pilgrimage, it is a principle not to go together until the end.”
    

    
      “That…. If I knew wrong, I apologize. When you arrived at the monastery, weren't other people also with you?”
    

    
      That day, there were four more trainee priests who visited the monastery.
    

    
      They weren't pilgrims but all trainee priests visiting St. Charmant Monastery to ask for teachings.
    

    
      “We encountered each other at the entrance.”
    

    
      “They weren't your party.”
    

    
      I didn't know.
    

    
      No. If I knew a pilgrim embarks on a pilgrimage alone, I wouldn't have made such a request.
    

    
      If you're going to tell me, tell me in detail….
    

    
      Lawrence, recalling Marjorie who wasn't in this spot, voiced a complaint that wasn't a complaint.
    

    
      Actually, I know.
    

    
      It is my fault.
    

    
      I should have looked into it more carefully.
    

    
      I ended up becoming impatient at the words that there wasn't much time left.
    

    
      “One week.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “In one week, I will embark on the pilgrimage. If the mind to want to go together still remains then, come out to the corridor dressed in outdoor clothes before dawn breaks tomorrow.”
    

    
      It seems it was too early to give up.
    

    
      “Is it okay?”
    

    
      “Thank Blackwell. If that guy hadn't asked, it was a matter not even worth considering.”
    

    
      However, Renald continued speaking.
    

    
      “I will check tomorrow whether you are worth that much.”
    

    
      The next day, Lawrence, who was practicing Shadow, saw the sun rising and changed into outdoor clothes.
    

    
      Coming out to the corridor, Renald’s figure wasn't visible yet.
    

    
      The boy, taking a seat near the well, was lost in thought for a moment.
    

    
      At first, Renald’s proposal was perplexing.
    

    
      Thinking it over carefully, the thought occurred that this was right.
    

    
      If one embarks on a pilgrimage, one has to overcome many things alone.
    

    
      Because the dangers cast on the journey are not something that can be counted on fingers.
    

    
      It wasn't because he liked the place that Lawrence was wandering the back alleys in Hilton Village.
    

    
      To be exact, I didn't have the confidence to leave for another place.
    

    
      The danger that comes to mind first is monsters.
    

    
      Just in Hilton Village, if one went out of the safe zone, Under Wolves revealed themselves ominously.
    

    
      It was possible to tear a child who hadn't eaten or slept well to shreds with just that jaw strength.
    

    
      Furthermore, once the sun sets, monsters become more ferocious.
    

    
      They say if it's a wild animal, one can barely chase it away with a fire.
    

    
      But that is a story not applicable to monsters.
    

    
      Rather, the fire only announces this side's location.
    

    
      While unable to do this or that, Lawrence ended up adapting to life in Hilton Village.
    

    
      I shouldn't repeat that mistake.
    

    
      I didn't want to live conforming helplessly anymore.
    

    
      Now wandering the dirty back alleys is over.
    

    
      To the outside of the village I couldn't go out to back then.
    

    
      I wanted to run toward the world I hadn't seen yet.
    

    
      “Right. At least you didn't run away.”
    

    
      Renald’s first words upon seeing Lawrence were crooked.
    

    
      “Time is wasted. Let’s go.”
    

    
      “Where are we going?”
    

    
      “There is no need for you to know even that.”
    

    
      Renald’s steps are rough.
    

    
      Compared to Aveline who walked without a single sound, it’s to the extent I don't feel they are the same cleric.
    

    
      Lawrence observed his back.
    

    
      Except for a sack where I couldn't know what was inside, the crossbow I saw once was located on his back.
    

    
      The monastery became distant in an instant.
    

    
      At first, I thought we were going down to the village.
    

    
      Because the sack is for buying things needed for the journey.
    

    
      Since his attire was always like that, there was no corner to doubt.
    

    
      However, the moment I realized where those steps were heading, Lawrence’s face had no choice but to harden.
    

    
      “From here on, it is dangerous.”
    

    
      “Dangerous, you say?”
    

    
      “It is the territory of the Under Wolf.”
    

    
      It is common sense.
    

    
      Monsters do not forgive enemies invading their territory.
    

    
      It is an area Hilton Village people absolutely do not approach.
    

    
      It is the same even when hunting.
    

    
      I heard usually they lure them out with raw meat or smell.
    

    
      I have no memory of even hearing rumors of approaching this far.
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      You know?
    

    
      Lawrence doubted his two ears.
    

    
      Unless I heard wrong, Renald is practically stating he will go to die on his own feet right now.
    

    
      “Blackwell said so. That you want to see the world directly with your own eyes.”
    

    
      “That is so.”
    

    
      “Then follow silently.”
    

    
      Silent pressure not to ask questions anymore.
    

    
      Lawrence, seeing Renald advancing on the mountain path without hesitation, sighed.
    

    
      Clearly, there is also the option of not following.
    

    
      Because there is no need to necessarily look around the world with Renald.
    

    
      But backing down like this also felt somewhat uncomfortable.
    

    
      Could this also be a kind of test?
    

    
      It was certain that Renald knew Blackwell.
    

    
      He might be doing this to grasp Lawrence’s true intentions.
    

    
      The hesitation did not continue long.
    

    
      I felt like I would miss Renald’s back if I watched a little longer.
    

    
      Eventually, after careful consideration, Lawrence followed Renald.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “It seems the words that you want to see the world were sincere.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Lawrence couldn't answer.
    

    
      The world is spinning round and round.
    

    
      I don't know how many hours we climbed the rugged mountain path.
    

    
      I had confidence in my stamina in my own way, but seeing Renald not shedding a single drop of sweat let alone panting, my energy drained completely.
    

    
      He is not even human.
    

    
      There was a reason this person was a pilgrim.
    

    
      “Do you know monsters?”
    

    
      “They are monsters threatening human lives.”
    

    
      “Then any experience facing a living monster?”
    

    
      “I ha…. ve.”
    

    
      I pull out an old memory.
    

    
      It is a memory of the days when I was still going around with friends in the past.
    

    
      It was when skinny John died. While wandering the wild mountain to look into a grave site, we encountered an Under Wolf.
    

    
      “Right. Did you kill it? Or did you run away?”
    

    
      “We ran away.”
    

    
      It was heavenly luck.
    

    
      Because we discovered it first, everyone could run away safely.
    

    
      “Meaning you have never killed one.”
    

    
      “That is so.”
    

    
      Even if it is now, could I kill an Under Wolf?
    

    
      The answer was no.
    

    
      Currently, the weapons Lawrence possesses are only Shadow and Fire.
    

    
      Although the Shadow can come out of the shadow and have a form, it was still not enough to be used in a fight.
    

    
      Rather, Fire, which handles flame, seems to have a possibility.
    

    
      But it is still impossible.
    

    
      Lawrence, who practices Fire, knows that well.
    

    
      With Fire that is only enough to make water hot or start a small flame, I won't be able to defeat an Under Wolf bigger than an adult.
    

    
      Maybe later, but as of now, that is.
    

    
      “Take it.”
    

    
      Renald handed the sack he was carrying to Lawrence.
    

    
      It’s heavy.
    

    
      Even though I received it with two hands, my whole body shook.
    

    
      “What is all this?”
    

    
      “Confirm with your own eyes.”
    

    
      As if explaining was bothersome, he turned his body.
    

    
      Lawrence checked the sack.
    

    
      Leather armor, a few daggers, and one old crossbow were visible.
    

    
      “This is…. Hunting tools.”
    

    
      “Then you must also know what we have to hunt.”
    

    
      There is no need to think 'no way'.
    

    
      It was obvious what the prey Renald was talking about was.
    

    
      “You intend to hunt an Under Wolf.”
    

    
      “Scared?”
    

    
      “It would be a lie if I wasn't scared.”
    

    
      “Then go down right now. It is not late if it is now.”
    

    
      “If I go down, doesn't this story become as if it never happened?”
    

    
      “You are saying obvious things.”
    

    
      I know what he wants to say.
    

    
      This is the minimum condition to go out into the world.
    

    
      “Will one be enough?”
    

    
      “It sounds like you are saying you can definitely catch it.”
    

    
      “If I didn't even have the courage to challenge, I wouldn't have said I wanted to see the world.”
    

    
      Lawrence took out the crossbow and quarrels from inside the sack.
    

    
      Compared to a bow, it is considerably heavy.
    

    
      However, conversely, that weight made me trust the crossbow.
    

    
      Lawrence, having examined the crossbow once, tried pulling the string.
    

    
      This is also heavy. Unlike a bow, the required strength is different.
    

    
      Maybe once or twice, but if I load quarrels often, I think I'll get tired quickly.
    

    
      Wouldn't it be better to press with the foot?
    

    
      I stand the crossbow up. After pressing something like a pedestal with my foot and pulling the string, it was fixed much more easily than a moment ago.
    

    
      Suitable targets are scattered around.
    

    
      Lawrence, aiming at a tree, pulled the crossbow.
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      The quarrel that flew vigorously embedded itself in the tree.
    

    
      The force was so strong I could see it trembling 
      quiver quiver
      .
    

    
      It seems the power is much stronger than what I heard in rumors.
    

    
      If it is this much, I might really be able to catch an Under Wolf in one shot.
    

    
      The problem is….
    

    
      “Did you shoot aiming?”
    

    
      “No. I aimed at the tree in front.”
    

    
      “It must be so.”
    

    
      It seems I need a little practice.
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      Lawrence quickly became accustomed to the crossbow.
    

    
      Using both hands and feet, reloading wasn't too difficult.
    

    
      Also, aiming slightly higher than what was visible allowed him to shoot roughly in the desired direction.
    

    
      Only then did I understand why the view toward the crossbow was positive.
    

    
      The power is one thing, but it doesn't require a long time to master.
    

    
      You just have to shoot after finishing aiming.
    

    
      The point that weighs on the mind somewhat is that it is heavier than a bow and reloading also takes time, but those were advantages enough to offset all the disadvantages.
    

    
      “I’m done now.”
    

    
      Renald, who was puffing out white smoke 
      puff puff
      , looked at Lawrence.
    

    
      Is he smoking tobacco by any chance?
    

    
      A person who is a cleric?
    

    
      “Took you long enough. Just like a slug.”
    

    
      Words of apology did not come up.
    

    
      “Because it’s a matter involving my life.”
    

    
      Actually, I wanted to get a little more used to the crossbow.
    

    
      But because I kept feeling self-conscious, I couldn't drag out time anymore.
    

    
      “Do not forget that mind. The only one who can protect you when things go wrong is yourself. If the battle is over, cultivate the habit of always checking and examining your weapon to see if there are any abnormalities while maintaining it.”
    

    
      Here and here, Renald pointed to the crossbow's groove and pedestal.
    

    
      “For a crossbow, there are still fewer things to check. The problem is the weapon that will become familiar to your hand. For a sword or spear, you must absolutely wipe off the blood on the blade. Realize the fact that if management is negligent and it rusts or the edge chips, your life is also a candle before the wind.”
    

    
      He is not getting angry.
    

    
      It is not speaking moderately either; it is an admonition close to advice.
    

    
      Not a single bit of laughter was visible in the gaze that seemed to look down on me.
    

    
      “Did you understand?”
    

    
      “I will keep it in mind.”
    

    
      “That is something we will see gradually.”
    

    
      The usual snorting sound rang out.
    

    
      We start climbing the mountain again. Renald’s expression, examining the traces left on the mountain path and trees, became quite serious.
    

    
      Conversation was not needed.
    

    
      Steps become much more cautious.
    

    
      Before I knew it, even the sound of Renald’s footsteps disappeared.
    

    
      Eventually, the two people faced it.
    

    
      A low growling cry.
    

    
      A monster with an appearance like a wolf and dog mixed halfway.
    

    
      An Under Wolf, also classified as a kind of demonic beast, was in that spot.
    

    
      Strength went into the hand gripping the crossbow inadvertently.
    

    
      Even though there is distance, I cannot stop my lips from drying.
    

    
      The one who took action first was Renald.
    

    
      Taking out his crossbow, he calmly aimed at the Under Wolf.
    

    
      As the string latch released, the quarrel cut through the wind.
    

    
      The quarrel, flying at terrifying speed, stuck in the guy’s head.
    

    
      It was simple to the point of being bland.
    

    
      The Under Wolf, knocked away from where it was originally, seemed to tremble intermittently, then soon stopped moving as if dead.
    

    
      “Is it over?”
    

    
      “It is over.”
    

    
      Renald’s words were not wrong.
    

    
      The Under Wolf, checked by approaching, had already stopped breathing.
    

    
      Only one wound.
    

    
      Only the head pierced by the quarrel.
    

    
      “Just because it’s a monster, there is no need to be scared in advance. First, know that the guy is no different from us.”
    

    
      “No different, you say?”
    

    
      “Dying is the same.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Renald, having retrieved the quarrel, took out a dagger.
    

    
      “Do you know how to dismantle it?”
    

    
      “I have heard stories.”
    

    
      “Then it will be easy to explain. Watch well. If you succeed in surviving no matter what monster you face in the future, do not forget the byproducts. Survival of the fittest. The winner has the right to take everything from the loser.”
    

    
      Lawrence observed the dismantling process of the Under Wolf carefully.
    

    
      First, following the spine, he separated the skin and flesh.
    

    
      The skin was packed into the empty sack brought for equipment.
    

    
      Throw away all the meat.
    

    
      I heard monster meat has strong toxicity so it cannot be eaten.
    

    
      It seems most people who ate the meat unable to endure hunger, went insane.
    

    
      The blood from cutting the heart is put in a leather pouch.
    

    
      Fresh blood from the heart has higher value than other blood.
    

    
      I learned for the first time today that this much blood could come out.
    

    
      They say the probability of a magic stone being in this vicinity is highest.
    

    
      As expected, as if proving its value, a magic stone was not visible.
    

    
      What Renald paid special attention to were the Under Wolf’s claws and fangs.
    

    
      He put them in a separately brought leather pouch and organized them.
    

    
      “We don't take more skin.”
    

    
      “Is it because of the volume?”
    

    
      “You saw correctly. At the same time, weight also becomes a problem. It’s not that it doesn't become money, but efficiency drops. It is better to take fangs or claws that are easy to carry. Of course, monsters with precious skin are different.”
    

    
      Lawrence nodded.
    

    
      It is a story correct in every detail. If it is a journey moving alone without a companion, things like monster skin are just cumbersome.
    

    
      “May I try next time?”
    

    
      “Nothing says you can't.”
    

    
      A faint smile rose on Renald’s lips.
    

    
      The dismantling opportunity came into hand quickly.
    

    
      As if announcing that the mountain is the territory of the Under Wolf, traces of them were full everywhere.
    

    
      Naturally, the numbers are also high.
    

    
      If the Under Wolves discovered after tracking were two or more, we gave up cleanly.
    

    
      We target only the straggler thoroughly separated from the pack.
    

    
      The quarrel leaving the string pierced the head without fail.
    

    
      The problem was the dismantling process.
    

    
      Separating the skin and flesh was one thing.
    

    
      Tearing muscles with a single dagger was extremely difficult.
    

    
      As I barely dismantled one, Renald’s scolding flew in as if he had been waiting.
    

    
      “Doing a very good job. Dismantling in that kind of way, you will have to throw away all the skin.”
    

    
      Just for this time, Lawrence also had nothing to say.
    

    
      It was an Under Wolf caught cleanly by the head after a long time.
    

    
      The skin was full of mistakenly made scratches and blood everywhere.
    

    
      Comparing the skin contained in the sack and this skin, I felt anew how incredible Renald’s dismantling skill was.
    

    
      It is not a problem that will be solved just by cutting with a dagger.
    

    
      There is a need to distinguish blood vessels where blood pooled, and if approached too cautiously, double the strength was needed due to the carcass stiffening.
    

    
      Still, after dismantling one or two, I came to know the trick roughly.
    

    
      When we discovered the fourth Under Wolf after entering the forest, Lawrence spoke.
    

    
      “May I try aiming this time?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Among the Under Wolves discovered so far, it is the smallest individual.
    

    
      A body size about one head smaller. Bones were visible through the skin as if it hadn't eaten satisfactorily either.
    

    
      Renald lowered the crossbow he was holding.
    

    
      That gesture meant permission.
    

    
      Lawrence, bowing his head, took out the crossbow.
    

    
      The Under Wolf hasn't noticed this side yet.
    

    
      Lawrence, aiming at the guy’s head, aimed slightly upward.
    

    
      Even when aiming at the tree, the quarrel fell a little lower than the part aimed at.
    

    
      Would this be enough?
    

    
      Renald, watching that appearance, gently pushed the crossbow.
    

    
      It was a height slightly lower than what Lawrence initially aimed at.
    

    
      “It is different from a tree. Do not mistake the distance.”
    

    
      A short deep breath.
    

    
      As I pulled the trigger, the quarrel left the string.
    

    
      A dull sound rang out.
    

    
      Looking up, the Under Wolf with a pierced head was rolling on the ground.
    

    
      Success.
    

    
      Lawrence looked at Renald even though no one said anything.
    

    
      “Well done.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      That single short word of praise became a great strength.
    

    
      It is the turn to secure byproducts. Approaching the fallen Under Wolf, the guy was trembling 
      shiver shiver
       as if not dead yet.
    

    
      Just as Renald did, Lawrence cut the guy’s throat.
    

    
      “You have no hesitation.”
    

    
      “You said if I hesitate, the one dying will be me.”
    

    
      “Right. Worrying is sufficient to do after that. Just think about surviving first. It is not too late to solve problems after surviving.”
    

    
      As if telling me to engrave the teaching, he continued speaking.
    

    
      “The best is when resolved by a surprise attack like now. However, situations do not go this well every time. When a monster discovers us first, we are inevitably forced to engage in close combat.”
    

    
      “Is there no option of running away?”
    

    
      “Think that the moment you show your back, you die. Unless the opponent hasn't noticed you. At the point of already being detected, running away is impossible. Think about it. Even an Under Wolf classified as low rank among monsters is faster than a human. Do you think other monsters would be slower than humans?”
    

    
      “Usually…… I think they would be faster.”
    

    
      “Speed. Legs. Torso too. Think about guys several times bigger than humans running at you. When we move ten steps, the monster catches up with just a few steps. If you understood, figure out how to fight in the time you would run away. That becomes the way to preserve your life.”
    

    
      If running away doesn't solve it, there is no choice but to fight.
    

    
      “When fighting a monster, think that there is no second time. Do not turn your gaze away. 
    

    
      Show your will to confront. The moment you avoid gaze, the guy glimpses your weakness. If you don't want to die, wake up properly and harbor the determination to defeat the enemy. If you can do so, at least there won't be an occasion of dying a dog's death.”
    

    
      “I will keep it in mind.”
    

    
      “No need to keep it in mind. If you can't do it in actual combat, you just die.”
    

    
      Renald harbored a crooked sneer.
    

    
      That appearance somehow didn't look like mocking anymore.
    

    
      Behind the trees, long shadows begin to fall.
    

    
      The time, which should have started at early dawn, was facing the night before I knew it.
    

    
      “Today we sleep one night in the mountain and return.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      It is an expected answer.
    

    
      Since there was no sign of returning, I thought roughly it would be so.
    

    
      I don't mouth words like 'Will it be safe?'.
    

    
      Renald’s skill moving together for these few hours was real.
    

    
      I didn't know I would receive teachings not learned at the monastery or the village in this way.
    

    
      Are all pilgrims wandering the world like this?
    

    
      “I am not the peculiar one.”
    

    
      To Lawrence’s question gathering dry firewood, Renald answered.
    

    
      “To survive on the pilgrimage, this much is basic.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “If you can't do it, you die. That is the reason pilgrims are few.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Not a single thing is a laughable story.
    

    
      “So usually trainee priests often move together with peddlers. Since they only go back and forth between monastery and monastery, that is the best as a method to secure safety. One cannot hire mercenaries every time, right?”
    

    
      “Are pilgrims different? Didn't Renald come to our monastery for now too?”
    

    
      “Different. Did I not say a little while ago? Trainee priests only go back and forth between monastery and monastery. To a pilgrim, a monastery is merely a place passing through.”
    

    
      “You mean you head to the pilgrimage path, not the monastery.”
    

    
      “Something like that. At the end of the pilgrimage path, there is a holy ground. Coming to now, there are many lost holy grounds, and holy grounds degraded into monster dens are not places people can approach. Rough terrain, not even a village. Do you think there would be peddlers heading to such dangerous holy grounds? Unless they are crazy, they wouldn't embark on the pilgrimage on their own feet.”
    

    
      Renald took out tinder and flint.
    

    
      He tried to light the pile of firewood and leaves, but embers are not made well today of all days.
    

    
      Did he repeat it at least dozens of times?
    

    
      Still, when the embers didn't catch, he raised his body with a curse.
    

    
      Renald, bringing the tobacco taken from his bosom to his mouth, sighed as if something occurred to him.
    

    
      Tobacco also needs fire to smoke.
    

    
      Now that he couldn't make that fire, he couldn't smoke tobacco either.
    

    
      Lawrence, slightly looking at his face, approached the pile of firewood.
    

    
      Picking up the tinder and flint Renald threw, he pretended to light a fire and muttered quietly.
    

    
      Fire.
    

    
      The flame practiced over and over at the monastery bloomed.
    

    
      The fire attached to the pile of dry firewood and leaves increased its form in an instant.
    

    
      “Fire. It caught.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Renald, seeing the bonfire burning blazing, was surprised.
    

    
      Seeing the flint Lawrence was holding, he smirked.
    

    
      “They say even a slug has a talent for rolling…….”
    

    
      Renald, with tobacco in his mouth, made an expression that he could finally live.
    

    
      Lawrence, sitting opposite, extended his hands to the bonfire.
    

    
      Even though summer energy approached, the mountain night was cold.
    

    
      “If it is not rude, may I ask one thing?”
    

    
      “It is rude, so don't ask.”
    

    
      Now I know.
    

    
      It means it's okay to ask.
    

    
      “Since when did Renald start embarking on the pilgrimage?”
    

    
      “Who knows. Would it be about 10 years?”
    

    
      “10 years?”
    

    
      For a moment, I thought I heard wrong.
    

    
      “Why? Does it not look like that? Even looking like this, the holy grounds I stopped by exceed ten places. Among them, one place was a Bugbear’s den.”
    

    
      This time I was surprised in a different sense.
    

    
      You spent 10 years but only went around barely ten places?
    

    
      “The world is wide. Probably pilgrims who can go around all the holy grounds, even spending time close to a lifetime can be counted on fingers.”
    

    
      “I didn't know there were that many holy grounds.”
    

    
      “Pilgrimage paths are double that number. Because pilgrimage paths without holy grounds are much more numerous than pilgrimage paths with holy grounds. Still, places with monasteries nearby are comfortable to move in.”
    

    
      Renald, with tobacco in his mouth, took out dry beef jerky from the sack.
    

    
      It is the beef jerky eaten at lunch too.
    

    
      Lawrence, receiving the beef jerky with both hands, brought it to his mouth.
    

    
      A savory taste came out. The taste was quite decent, so there was no better snack to soothe hunger.
    

    
      “How is our monastery?”
    

    
      “Fifth from the back.”
    

    
      An ambiguous number came out.
    

    
      “But since Blackwell is there, it is a good monastery to the extent of being in the top five fingers.”
    

    
      As if hiding his embarrassment, Renald chewed the tobacco vigorously.
    

    
      “I heard you refused the trainee priest matter.”
    

    
      “It seems you've heard already.”
    

    
      “Because it’s not a neighborhood where you can hide just by hiding. There are many children longing for the world. However, not all those ends are bright.”
    

    
      “I know. Still, I think it is not too late to decide after looking around the world.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Then wouldn't it be okay to look around becoming a priest?”
    

    
      “Renald also knows that is difficult, don't you?”
    

    
      Lawrence, recalling monastery life, smiled bitterly.
    

    
      Practically impossible.
    

    
      Monastery life was stable, but there was no leeway to have my own time.
    

    
      Above all, in the sense of settlement, I had to stay in one place.
    

    
      “Do you intend to wander the world blindly?”
    

    
      “For now…… I do have something in mind.”
    

    
      “It’s a mercenary.”
    

    
      Renald asserted as if he read Lawrence’s mind.
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      “Was it too obvious?”
    

    
      “No. It’s not a bad choice. If you’re a mercenary, you have a plaque that can prove your identity wherever you go on the continent.”
    

    
      That is convenient, Renald continued.
    

    
      “Mercenaries are divided into ranks according to the plaque issued by the guild.”
    

    
      Holding a twig, he drew a picture on the ground.
    

    
      “The beginning is the Wood Plaque. It’s a basic rank you can receive along with a small registration fee if you bring an item that can prove your identity.”
    

    
      Next to the Wood Plaque, Copper Plaque, Silver Plaque, Gold Plaque, and Platinum Plaque were drawn.
    

    
      “The rank goes up one step at a time depending on mercenary activities or contributions to the guild. Well, usually it ends at Wood Plaque and Copper Plaque.”
    

    
      “May I ask the reason?”
    

    
      “There is no grandiose reason. Usually, everyone dies before that.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      It seems that mercenaries risking their lives to work was meant literally.
    

    
      “Because of that, even a Silver Plaque is a mercenary with certain skills. Depending on the rank, the requests one can take on also increase. Needless to say about the pay. Since you set your goal as a mercenary, aim for at least a Silver Plaque.”
    

    
      “I will try.”
    

    
      “I will wait without expecting.”
    

    
      We wraped up the conversation.
    

    
      A small sleeping place is made near the bonfire.
    

    
      There is no warm blanket or sleeping bag.
    

    
      We roughly lay leaves gathered from the surroundings on the ground.
    

    
      Perhaps because it was midnight, the night air felt exceptionally cold.
    

    
      While warming ourselves by the bonfire, Renald took something out of his bosom.
    

    
      “We take turns standing watch. It’s at 2-hour intervals.”
    

    
      It’s an hourglass.
    

    
      Sand fell slowly in the hourglass put down next to the bonfire.
    

    
      “Sleep. I will stand first.”
    

    
      “No. I will stand first.”
    

    
      “If you doze off while standing watch, not only you but I will die too.”
    

    
      “I am usually trained, so this much is easy.”
    

    
      “…Do as you please.”
    

    
      As if saying he wouldn't say it twice, Renald went back to his sleeping place.
    

    
      After a while, the sound of regular breathing was heard.
    

    
      Lawrence, pulling his collar tight, put firewood into the bonfire.
    

    
      It would be a lie to say I wasn't tired.
    

    
      However, it is also true that sleep didn't come.
    

    
      Many things really happened today.
    

    
      Lawrence, who brought the crossbow, trimmed the groove and pedestal.
    

    
      Just in case of an unknown situation, I put the quarrels nearby.
    

    
      I rest from magic practice which was like a daily routine.
    

    
      There is a possibility that Renald isn't sleeping, even if it's one in ten thousand.
    

    
      Because Lawrence standing watch is unreliable.
    

    
      Or he might wake up suddenly in the middle.
    

    
      There are too many anxious factors to practice with peace of mind.
    

    
      If I mistakenly show myself using magic, I have nothing to say.
    

    
      Even if it's not necessarily magic practice, there are many things to study.
    

    
      Everything learned from Renald was valuable experience that became blood and sweat.
    

    
      Today I hunted a monster for the first time.
    

    
      And an Under Wolf from the village's wild mountain at that.
    

    
      The crossbow was a weapon with tremendous power.
    

    
      It literally didn't take even a few hours to master.
    

    
      Simply load the quarrel and fire, and it's done.
    

    
      That Under Wolf collapsed 
      thud thud
       without even being able to use its strength.
    

    
      I learned that monsters are not enemies to be blindly feared.
    

    
      Dismantling work is a skill I will use a lot in the future too.
    

    
      Once I embark on the journey, I will need money more than anything.
    

    
      Choosing a mercenary as a means of livelihood is not a wrong judgment.
    

    
      If I go around the world, I cannot find a stable job.
    

    
      In other words, what should be prioritized is a job where I can earn money no matter which village I go to.
    

    
      With Lawrence’s head, no matter how much I thought, no job other than a mercenary came to mind that could do that.
    

    
      Is it overconfidence to think I took one step closer to standing alone?
    

    
      I don't know.
    

    
      But there was one thing certain.
    

    
      What happened today was an experience worth a thousand pieces of gold.
    

    
      The pounding heartbeat does not stop easily.
    

    
      It will certainly be a sleepless night.
    

    
      Lawrence raised his head and looked at the sky.
    

    
      The night sky where stars formed clusters was dyed in a beautiful color today too.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Lawrence, who packed his luggage, looked around the room.
    

    
      The lodging where I stayed indebted for a few months looked small today of all days.
    

    
      There are few new items acquired after entering the monastery.
    

    
      Just thinking right now, it's about the Bible packed in the sack and the fragment of the Goddess statue.
    

    
      I know that I myself don't have a tendency to be obsessed with things.
    

    
      I do think I want to eat delicious things or that it would be good if I had a lot of money, but it was hard to answer if asked to pick exactly what item I wanted.
    

    
      If I were to mention a necessary item right now….
    

    
      I wanted an item helpful for the journey.
    

    
      No. Is this also different from needing something specifically?
    

    
      The boy, shaking off the laughter coming out for no reason, left the lodging behind.
    

    
      In the corridor, three employees could be seen gathered closely together.
    

    
      Everyone came out here, even postponing their assigned cleaning, to see off Lawrence leaving the monastery.
    

    
      Sister Aveline and Deacon Blackwell are not visible.
    

    
      It can't be helped.
    

    
      Now is the morning mass time.
    

    
      There is no exception to the time offering prayers to the Goddess.
    

    
      It's not empty words; it was good that I finished greetings last night.
    

    
      “I am sorry for being late.”
    

    
      “There isn't any item you left out, right? If you go out of the village and come back again, things will become troublesome.”
    

    
      “Yes. I packed everything.”
    

    
      It is fortunate if you didn't drop anything, Joan continued.
    

    
      “Be careful, Lawrence. Outside the monastery is dangerous. Especially the pilgrimage path…. I don't know well either, but I heard there is no way to ask for help. So you have to wake up properly.”
    

    
      “I will always be careful. Because Joan-noona’s words have never been wrong.”
    

    
      “That’s because it’s the monastery. Cheer up. Even from a distant place, I will always be praying for the Goddess’s protection to be with you.”
    

    
      “I will also pray for the Goddess’s blessing to be with Noona.”
    

    
      Joan put her forehead against Lawrence’s forehead.
    

    
      A good smell came along with embarrassing warmth.
    

    
      Edith abruptly held out something to Lawrence.
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      Thick cloth. I thought it was a towel, but it's clothes.
    

    
      To be exact, it was a grey robe long enough to cover the whole body.
    

    
      “Because I prepared in a hurry, I couldn't make a hood. Even if they say it's summer, the night in the mountain or forest is cold. You can't go packing even a blanket, right? Make sure to wear it when sleeping. Or it’s good to lay it on the floor and sleep too.”
    

    
      I did think it would be good if there was an item helpful for the journey.
    

    
      I never dreamed someone would give a gift in this way.
    

    
      “Thank you very much. This is why I like Edith-noona.”
    

    
      “Only at times like this?”
    

    
      Perhaps feeling it was sincere, Edith avoided his gaze.
    

    
      At the first meeting, she was a person with rough words so I didn't have confidence to get close, but as we lived rubbing shoulders, I came to know that far from being bad, she had a personality that liked taking care of people.
    

    
      It’s just that she is clumsy and easy to be misunderstood because of her angular attitude.
    

    
      If there was only enough time, we might have become closer.
    

    
      “But I am worried after I leave.”
    

    
      “About what?”
    

    
      “I don't know if Noona can meet a good man.”
    

    
      “What is this kid saying? Even looking like this, men saying they like me are lined up, you know?”
    

    
      Take this, and she lightly knuckle-rapped Lawrence’s head.
    

    
      “I’ll be back.”
    

    
      “Yeah. Take care of your body. If it’s hard, come back anytime.”
    

    
      “Edith-noona also take care of your body.”
    

    
      Edith turned her body as if it was hard to face him anymore.
    

    
      Joan comforted her whose shoulders were shaking slightly.
    

    
      The last turn was the friend of the same age.
    

    
      Marjorie hadn't even exchanged greetings yet, but tears were welling up 
      brim brim
       in her two eyes.
    

    
      “You have to be careful, Lawrence.”
    

    
      “Yeah. You too. Now you became the youngest again. You have to cheer up.”
    

    
      “If you think that, you should have stayed a little longer.”
    

    
      “Sorry. I have nothing to say.”
    

    
      She hugged Lawrence while crying and laughing.
    

    
      “Let’s meet again.”
    

    
      “Meet again, my foot. Knowing when that will be. Probably if you come back after touring the pilgrimage path, I won't be here either?”
    

    
      “I will go find you in the village. You said it was Brighton Village, right? You said the Noonas were all from that village too.”
    

    
      “Speaking well while not even knowing where it is.”
    

    
      Lawrence looked back at the three people.
    

    
      It was a connection short if short and long if long.
    

    
      Just like the friends I ran around the back alleys with when I was young, they are faces I shouldn't forget.
    

    
      Lawrence, cherishing their appearances deep in his heart, bowed his head deeply.
    

    
      “I have been indebted to you a lot during this time.”
    

    
      Finishing the farewell greetings, I head to the door.
    

    
      “Goodbye, Lawrence! You have to take care of your body!”
    

    
      Marjorie’s voice mixed with tears was heard.
    

    
      I deliberately didn't look back. Because I felt my eyes becoming hot for no reason thinking the three people would be waving their hands forever.
    

    
      “Took you long enough.”
    

    
      What made me gather my feeling-heavy heart was a cold voice.
    

    
      A man smoking tobacco while leaning on the monastery door.
    

    
      Renald was looking at Lawrence while revealing his uncomfortable mood.
    

    
      “I will be in your care for a little while.”
    

    
      “A piece of baggage has attached itself.”
    

    
      The grumbling voice was conversely welcome.
    

    
      A person like a senior in life who taught me everything about what to do when going outside in these past few days.
    

    
      And how to live as well.
    

    
      Is that why? Lawrence’s gaze looking at the cynical pilgrim had changed a little.
    

    
      “I’ll tell you in advance. If I think you are a hindrance, I will abandon you and go.”
    

    
      “If it becomes so, I will light the way alone.”
    

    
      “You speak well. If you are that great, why not go all alone? Why are you holding onto someone else’s trouser leg and hanging on?”
    

    
      “Thinking about it, that is also true.”
    

    
      Renald clicked his tongue saying if only he couldn't speak….
    

    
      As if disapproving, he started walking first.
    

    
      Lawrence took the sack Renald left behind.
    

    
      Inside the sack was equipment I became familiar with handling for a few days.
    

    
      What that means is that unlike his ticking attitude, he permits the accompaniment.
    

    
      “If you understood, follow well. Because I have no hobby of taking care of others.”
    

    
      A cold attitude saying follow if you want to follow or don't if not.
    

    
      However, Lawrence, reading the inner meaning contained in it, took a much lighter step.
    

    
      “I look forward to your guidance from now on.”
    

    
      “Words are not needed. Show with actions.”
    

    
      As if bothered, Renald waved his hand.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      We advance to a scenery I haven't seen yet.
    

    
      St. Charmant Monastery disappeared from view quickly.
    

    
      Lawrence felt a sliver of expectation blooming in one corner of his heart while feeling bittersweet.
    

    
      It is a trip I dared not even picture.
    

    
      The thought of leaving the village when I was young always ended in imagination.
    

    
      Because outside the village was full of unknown dangers.
    

    
      Even that Captain who knew more than others tried to stop friends from going outside adamantly.
    

    
      There is no need to discuss when I was younger, which I don't even remember.
    

    
      In short, today could be called a monumental day.
    

    
      “Is the pilgrimage path near Redantus Village?”
    

    
      “If it was that convenient, I wouldn't have even worried about taking charge of you.”
    

    
      It sounded as if it was your fault, so I felt embarrassed for no reason.
    

    
      “What kind of village is Redantus?”
    

    
      “A village that has everything it should have.”
    

    
      “What does it mean that it has everything it should have?”
    

    
      “Literally. You can consider that everything you think of is there.”
    

    
      Lawrence, choosing his words for a moment, opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Then would there perhaps be a building related to magic too?”
    

    
      “…Are you talking about a magic shop?”
    

    
      A momentary silence.
    

    
      The voice that was blunt changed as if a little unexpected.
    

    
      “Looks like you are curious about magic.”
    

    
      “Have you ever seen a Mage, Renald?”
    

    
      “Magic is not something you can see easily. And it is not as great as you expect either.”
    

    
      “It seems you have seen one.”
    

    
      “Yeah. I saw it ad nauseam.”
    

    
      Lawrence felt his heart pounding.
    

    
      Until now, the only magic I know is the Shadow and Fire I handled myself.
    

    
      Other people.
    

    
      And I was very curious about what magic other Mages handled.
    

    
      “Do you know the Archmage Reano?”
    

    
      “Reano?”
    

    
      “A famous legend. They say when Archmage Reano used magic, typhoons raged and fireballs fell from the sky. According to transmission, what was made that way is the Anavram Great Desert of the Sultaniya Kingdom.”
    

    
      Lawrence opened his mouth wide 
      agape
      .
    

    
      I don't know what the Anavram Great Desert is, but I couldn't help admiring at the words that typhoons and fireballs raged.
    

    
      “M, magic can do such things too?”
    

    
      “Do you believe all that?”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Asking if you believe that. If such things were possible, the whole world would have become a desert everywhere by now. Legends are legends. Are you some fool to believe this kind of nonsense openly? Be careful not to get scammed somewhere. It’s advice I give sincerely.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      As if it wasn't even funny, Renald harbored a sneer.
    

    
      “Well, if a territory war or a war between kingdoms breaks out, you can see a miniature version of that. Just like you think, fireballs do go out from staffs too. The problem is after that. If fireballs fall from the sky, how many people do you think would die?”
    

    
      “Well…. I think a tremendous number would die.”
    

    
      “Right. Magic is not a good study as you think. Great power is bound to be followed by hatred and fear. Love and mercy. That is a path located exactly opposite to the path we walk. It would be better not to be lured by magic by any chance.”
    

    
      The last words were close to advice.
    

    
      A serious voice unlike Renald. Since it was awkward to react, Lawrence had no choice but to nod.
    

    
      Thinking about it, it was natural.
    

    
      Lawrence was clinging to the possibility magic possessed.
    

    
      But actually, I knew that reality wasn't that easy.
    

    
      Technology specialized in killing people.
    

    
      Because actually, the Mages appearing in stories defeated large armies or defeated the Demon King using magic.
    

    
      Right. I knew.
    

    
      I clearly should have known….
    

    
      Renald’s cold tone embedded itself deep in my heart.
    

    
      “From now on, save your stamina for talking. We will have to walk for at least 20 days going forward.”
    

    
      “20 days…. It’s far.”
    

    
      “It’s not close. Or if we can get a ride on a carriage in the middle, it will be shortened to about 5 days.”
    

    
      “If it’s a carriage, it would be a peddler going back and forth between villages.”
    

    
      “Even if not frequently, there are often occasions of encountering them on the road.”
    

    
      Renald’s words were not wrong.
    

    
      The 3rd day since embarking on the journey. The two people encountered a peddler surrounded by a group of goblins.
    

    

  Chapter 8: Chapter 8

    
      Chapter 8 : Journey (2)
    

    
      Renald restrained Lawrence who was taking out the crossbow.
    

    
      He doesn't voice it out.
    

    
      Instead, he protested with his eyes.
    

    
      Don't we have to help?
    

    
      “We are not saints. Don't try to save others blindly when you can't even protect your own body.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      I inadvertently made a voice.
    

    
      “Why try to save others when you don't even have strength in the first place? Do not grant legitimacy to your actions in exchange for self-sacrifice and self-satisfaction. That is exactly the irreverence insulting the Goddess…… What is it? Why are you making such a face?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      It seems I was making a somehow reluctant face.
    

    
      I know Renald is an unconventional person.
    

    
      Still, it was because I didn't know a pilgrim of the Holy Cross Order, which takes love and mercy as basic ideologies, would bring up words like this.
    

    
      “It is nothing.”
    

    
      “If you understood, check the situation first. It doesn't matter even if I move after that.”
    

    
      “What if in the meantime…….”
    

    
      “If they die, that’s just it. It means they had no connection with us.”
    

    
      Renald asserted as if cutting off Lawrence’s hesitation.
    

    
      Several words came to mind and disappeared.
    

    
      None of the teachings learned at the monastery were helpful.
    

    
      Renald’s words are extremely right.
    

    
      In the first place, even now, it's a shape of relying on Renald to stand alone.
    

    
      While borrowing someone else's cane to walk.
    

    
      I shouldn't have brought another hand to place on top of it as I pleased.
    

    
      Lawrence hid his body behind a tree just like Renald.
    

    
      I observe the situation happening in front.
    

    
      The peddler attacked by the goblin group was alone.
    

    
      He is swinging a sword this way and that while turning his back to the carriage, but he is not achieving notable results.
    

    
      One fallen goblin.
    

    
      About two wounded goblins.
    

    
      There were still six fine goblins.
    

    
      Would the peddler alone against nine goblins belong to the side of putting up a good fight?
    

    
      Renald tapped Lawrence’s shoulder.
    

    
      His finger pointed on top of the carriage. There, a goblin I hadn't seen was aiming for the peddler's back.
    

    
      Not nine.
    

    
      The goblins attacking the carriage were a total of ten.
    

    
      “You haven't forgotten how to use the crossbow, right?”
    

    
      “Are we saving him?”
    

    
      “I checked the number of goblins. If it’s ten, there is no problem even if there is about one piece of baggage.”
    

    
      Baggage. Only then did I realize.
    

    
      The words not to step forward blindly were also words for the boy.
    

    
      Renald was prioritizing Lawrence’s safety, not the peddler's.
    

    
      I heard an adult is a person who takes responsibility for the work entrusted to them.
    

    
      Today of all days, Renald looked like a real adult.
    

    
      “Shoot and hide. Repeat. I will take care of the guy on top of the carriage.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      I load the quarrel.
    

    
      The peddler's desperate resistance is now close to the limit.
    

    
      Perhaps because sweat filled my hands, the quarrel kept slipping.
    

    
      “Act calmly. Experience does not lie.”
    

    
      I regained composure at Renald’s unchanging words.
    

    
      The groove and pedestal mesh.
    

    
      Click
      , Lawrence, who loaded the quarrel, aimed at the goblin.
    

    
      Compared to an Under Wolf, it is a very small body.
    

    
      I exhale breath lowly.
    

    
      Inhale and stop.
    

    
      The moment the trembling of the hand stops, I pulled the trigger.
    

    
      Screech―!?
    

    
      The quarrel stuck in the defenseless back.
    

    
      Just as the Under Wolf did, the goblin also couldn't endure the impact and flew toward the carriage.
    

    
      There is no time to rejoice that I hit.
    

    
      I load the crossbow while hiding my body behind the tree.
    

    
      Click!
    

    
      The first time was difficult. The second time is nothing difficult.
    

    
      Lawrence, having finished reloading at a speed surprising even to himself, aimed the crossbow again.
    

    
      One confused goblin was pierced by the quarrel.
    

    
      I do not lose the string of concentration.
    

    
      When Lawrence, who loaded the quarrel not knowing what number it was, looked at the carriage.
    

    
      Goblins standing on two feet were visible no more.
    

    
      The only one who survived in that confusion is the peddler.
    

    
      Was it due to the relief that he barely lived?
    

    
      The peddler collapsed as if leaning on the carriage along with a smirk.
    

    
      “Well done.”
    

    
      “Renald did it all.”
    

    
      I do not deny.
    

    
      Renald snorted.
    

    
      Hanging the crossbow on his back, he walked toward the peddler.
    

    
      Lawrence, who organized the crossbow following him, also chased his back.
    

    
      “Are you alright?”
    

    
      “Thank you, Goddess. Thanks to you, my life was saved.”
    

    
      The peddler was a middle-aged man who looked to be about in his 30s.
    

    
      Small wounds were all over his body, and even the carriage was torn here and there by blind blades.
    

    
      Fortunately, the injuries do not look severe.
    

    
      The proof was that he wasn't making painful sounds even while frowning as if dying.
    

    
      “Why are you walking this dangerous path alone without an escort? It’s fortunate that we passed by just in time. If not, the one lying there would have been you.”
    

    
      “This is originally not a path where goblins appear. It’s a beast trail touching the territory of the Under Wolf. I didn't know things would become like this.”
    

    
      I almost died trying to save a few silvers, and the peddler smiled with self-deprecation.
    

    
      No. Wait. Then was encountering monsters until now because we entered a dangerous path?
    

    
      At Renald’s appearance where not a single expression changed, Lawrence smiled bitterly.
    

    
      It’s definitely intentional.
    

    
      “I am Betton. Thank you for helping.”
    

    
      “This is also the Goddess’s will. Offer thanks not to us but to the Goddess.”
    

    
      “Of course. If not for Goddess Belche’s grace, I would already not be a person of this world.”
    

    
      Betton burst into laughter celebrating his survival.
    

    
      As the pleasant laughter stopped, Renald opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Pilgrim Renald. This side is Trainee Priest Lawrence.”
    

    
      “I am glad you are safe. I am Lawrence.”
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you.”
    

    
      We shake hands naturally.
    

    
      Betton’s hand felt through the palm and was full of calluses.
    

    
      “I am not a trainee priest.”
    

    
      “Just pretend to be a trainee priest for now. Whatever you do in the future, it is better to have a certain identity.”
    

    
      I know.
    

    
      It is a story I heard several times after embarking on the journey.
    

    
      Still, I wasn't satisfied without making a small protest.
    

    
      “Looking at the direction, it seems you are heading to Redantus Village. Is that right?”
    

    
      “That is correct. I was on the way back after obtaining decent goods in Hilton Village. But I didn't know I would encounter such a mishap.”
    

    
      “Then this is also a connection. If Betton-ssi is okay with it, could you lend us a seat on the carriage? We just need to go until Redantus Village.”
    

    
      “Rather, I would like to ask you. How do I know if goblins will appear again?”
    

    
      Betton consented readily.
    

    
      While organizing the carriage, Renald called Lawrence.
    

    
      We retrieved the still usable quarrels and checked the fallen goblins.
    

    
      “What do you think is different?”
    

    
      “What Renald shot hit the head without exception.”
    

    
      “Then how about what you shot?”
    

    
      “I did aim for the head. But they all hit different places.”
    

    
      “Right. Actual combat is different. Furthermore, unlike the Under Wolf, the goblin has a small body. Small size means it is also hard to hit the place you aim. If you intend to make a living as a mercenary, continue to try hard. By the time the crossbow becomes familiar to your hand, these small mistakes will also disappear.”
    

    
      Lawrence, looking at the goblin corpses for a moment, opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Would goblins not have things like byproducts?”
    

    
      “None. If I had to say, it’s about the equipment they used. Look at that state. At best, only scrap metal value will come out.”
    

    
      Without exception, the rusty equipment is far from normal.
    

    
      Rusted or chipped or blunt to the point of being blunt, it seems it wouldn't even cut well.
    

    
      “The problem is if you get hit by such weapons, the probability of catching a disease is high. That is the reason the peddler a little while ago paid attention to disinfection.”
    

    
      “You mean Aurele.”
    

    
      “If you know Aurele, the story is easy. Keep a few as household medicine. The most convenient is a potion. But potions are burdensome in price and not a cure-all. That is poison once used.”
    

    
      Medicinal herbs also become poisonous herbs if used wrongly.
    

    
      Lawrence, understanding Renald’s meaning, nodded.
    

    
      “Preparation is finished. May we depart now?”
    

    
      It seems the carriage organization is finished.
    

    
      It is truly fortunate that the horse is safe in this turmoil.
    

    
      Renald, tapping Lawrence’s shoulder, headed to the coachman's seat.
    

    
      “If you are tired, I can hold the reins.”
    

    
      “It is okay. I owe you my life, how could I cause such rudeness to a benefactor?”
    

    
      I do not ask twice.
    

    
      Lawrence took a seat at the back of the carriage.
    

    
      Most of the goods seen at a glance were Under Wolf skins.
    

    
      It seems stopping by Hilton Village wasn't a lie.
    

    
      Come to think of it, I couldn't stop by the inn because I was frantic when coming out.
    

    
      Are Edrick and Greta doing well?
    

    
      No news is good news.
    

    
      Since it is a place where peddlers come and go periodically, business will work out somehow even if guests are not many.
    

    
      The monastery would be around the time worship ended now.
    

    
      Wouldn't everyone be busy preparing to have lunch by now?
    

    
      The thoughts did not go long.
    

    
      As murmuring voices were heard from the coachman's seat, Lawrence started practicing magic.
    

    
      The now familiar Shadow rises from the shadow.
    

    
      At first, the appearance of a small doll.
    

    
      The Shadow, having walked from end to end of the carriage once, collapsed like water.
    

    
      I do not let go of the string of concentration.
    

    
      The Shadow fallen onto the shadow started to take form again.
    

    
      Thin nodes and a blunt tip.
    

    
      It had a shape similar to the quarrel hung on the crossbow.
    

    
      Although I corrected the form thinking constantly inside my head, the Shadow couldn't hold out anymore and disappeared.
    

    
      I regulate my breathing.
    

    
      There is no headache yet, but the vicinity of the chest pulled minutely.
    

    
      It is a method that came to mind recently.
    

    
      While handling the crossbow, suddenly such a thought occurred.
    

    
      Is there a need to necessarily make the Shadow into a human form?
    

    
      It is what I already confirmed that it can contact other objects when it comes out of the shadow.
    

    
      Rather than moving something using the Shadow, it looked more comfortable to change the Shadow’s form and influence directly.
    

    
      The result is as you see.
    

    
      Despite practicing for a few days, there is no big result.
    

    
      I can somehow mimic up to the arrow shape, but a form precise enough to possess killing power was not captured.
    

    
      Also, it doesn't end with making this; there must be power to send it flying.
    

    
      For instance, in the case of a quarrel, one shoots using the crossbow's power.
    

    
      Since the Shadow cannot use equipment or tools, I would have to shoot it directly with magic.
    

    
      The problem is I don't know if that will go well.
    

    
      But if I can't achieve even this much, it looked difficult to use the Shadow in actual combat.
    

    
      It is not an exaggeration.
    

    
      Actual combat is not a joke.
    

    
      The opponent does not give time to cast magic.
    

    
      Unless it can be prepared in advance like a crossbow, it was better to swing the sword one more time in that time.
    

    
      Because this is a matter involving life.
    

    
      Or if I hate that, I had to reduce the casting time drastically.
    

    
      It was certain that effort was needed either way.
    

    
      On the other hand, Fire could be used in actual combat right now.
    

    
      I don't know for sure, but if flames suddenly soar right in front of the eyes, any opponent would be flustered.
    

    
      …Although it doesn't go in the aiming direction.
    

    
      And it is just at the level of soaring in front of both hands.
    

    
      It is certainly better than nothing.
    

    
      Because I can expect something in the sense of a surprise attack.
    

    
      It seems I needed stable practice time.
    

    
      Even now, because I am conscious of Renald, I am only practicing Shadow occasionally when standing watch.
    

    
      Like this, the thought occurred that the skill to improve won't improve.
    

    
      When we arrive at Redantus, I think I have to find a place where I can practice without minding other people's eyes.
    

    
      If the situation is really bad, I intend to practice magic even in the inn room.
    

    
      As the Shadow that was struggling to take shape disappeared, Lawrence sighed.
    

    
      There are many distracting thoughts.
    

    
      There was still a long way to go.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Even after that, the party often encountered goblins and Under Wolves.
    

    
      Usually, the number of goblins wasn't many or the Under Wolves avoided first, but when a fight couldn't be avoided, we had to lift the crossbow.
    

    
      There were no dangerous situations.
    

    
      Thanks to the carriage, it was much more comfortable to fight than when traveling on foot.
    

    
      Sometimes there were goblins approaching avoiding the raining quarrels, but every time, Renald’s sword shone.
    

    
      Is handling a sword originally Renald’s specialty, not a crossbow?
    

    
      Even to Lawrence who doesn't know swords, his movement was elegant and beautiful beyond measure.
    

    
      The 5th day since getting a ride on Peddler Betton’s carriage.
    

    
      At the end of the long forest path, a castle wall higher than trees greeted the party.
    

    
      “Did we arrive?”
    

    
      “We still have to go half a day more!”
    

    
      Lawrence opened his eyes roundly.
    

    
      Does it mean the castle wall is this big when we haven't even arrived fully?
    

    
      Betton’s words were true.
    

    
      From then, only after the carriage ran for half a day more did we arrive at Redantus.
    

    
      A size incomparable to Hilton Village even at a glance.
    

    
      Because the castle wall is too high, the inside isn't even visible, and a checkpoint was located at the entrance, checking people entering and exiting one by one.
    

    
      “Thank you for your hard work.”
    

    
      “Are you a peddler? What is inside?”
    

    
      “I am on the way back from Hilton Village. I obtained good quality Under Wolf skins. If you are interested, would you like to take a look?”
    

    
      “Wait a moment.”
    

    
      Lawrence got off the carriage.
    

    
      The gatekeepers checked the goods with businesslike expressions.
    

    
      They opened a few to check the contents, and examined the carriage here and there to see if there were items that could be a problem.
    

    
      “Pass.”
    

    
      “The two people over there?”
    

    
      “They are clergy of the Holy Cross Order.”
    

    
      “Didn't ask you, peddler.”
    

    
      Even though he was rebuked, Betton did not lose his smiling face.
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you. Pilgrim Renald of the Holy Cross Order.”
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you. Trainee Priest Lawrence.”
    

    
      “Um…… May the Goddess’s blessing be with you. So you were a pilgrim.”
    

    
      The gatekeeper looked flustered.
    

    
      Whether he knew the Order’s greeting method, he bowed awkwardly and coughed dryly.
    

    
      “What business brings you to Redantus?”
    

    
      “Must there definitely be business to stop by a village? Where the Goddess’s will reaches is the path wandering sheep must go.”
    

    
      “Uh…… Um…… Is, is that so?”
    

    
      The gatekeeper looked back at his surrounding colleagues.
    

    
      But no one extends a helping hand.
    

    
      The appearance of slowly backing out as if telling him to handle it himself felt a little funny.
    

    
      “Is there any reason we shouldn't enter?”
    

    
      “No. It’s not that…….”
    

    
      “Then there would be nothing problematic.”
    

    
      “U…… Understood. Please enter.”
    

    
      Pretending he couldn't win, the gatekeeper stepped aside.
    

    
      My neck became stiff for no reason.
    

    
      It is different from the orphan days when I had nothing.
    

    
      In the name of the Holy Cross Order, there was power worth that much.
    

    

  Chapter 9: Chapter 9

    
      Chapter 9 : The Value of 597 Oat Breads
    

    
      Betton, having passed the checkpoint, entrusted the carriage.
    

    
      After slipping a few coppers to the manager asking him to take special care of it, he returned to the party’s side.
    

    
      “Would you like to eat first? There is a restaurant I know nearby.”
    

    
      “No. It seems we should part ways here.”
    

    
      “Yes? Is it perhaps because of money? You do not have to worry. Whatever you order, I will buy it. I cannot accept money from a life saver.”
    

    
      As if asking us to believe him, he tapped his chest with his hand.
    

    
      “We will only accept the thought. Surely the meal we think of will be different from the meal Betton-ssi has.”
    

    
      “Uh…… Is that so? Seeing last time, it seemed the clergy also ate the same things.”
    

    
      “I am a pilgrim.”
    

    
      It was a firm tone not allowing objection.
    

    
      “I didn't know that. Understood. I will buy the meal at the next opportunity if the opportunity reaches. And this is a sign of my sincerity.”
    

    
      Betton, accepting the meaning of refusal, took out a pouch from his bosom.
    

    
      “I will not decline. Please, I will pray that the Goddess’s blessing be with your next business trip too.”
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you.”
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you two too. I was truly grateful for this matter!”
    

    
      We leave behind Betton waving his hand vigorously.
    

    
      It seems he will be remembered as a person with bright greetings one way or another.
    

    
      As that figure disappeared into the crowd, Renald handed the pouch he was holding to Lawrence.
    

    
      “Keep it.”
    

    
      “What about Renald?”
    

    
      “Didn't you see at the checkpoint? Money is not needed on the pilgrimage path. This will be helpful to you who will walk a harder path than me.”
    

    
      “…I will receive it gratefully.”
    

    
      “It is manners to decline at least once, you rascal.”
    

    
      Renald smirked as if it wasn't even funny.
    

    
      Lawrence also responded with an awkward smile.
    

    
      “Will Renald embark on the pilgrimage now?”
    

    
      “I should. It took more time than I thought. I guess there is a need to hurry my steps.”
    

    
      “I am sorry. You wasted time for no reason because of me.”
    

    
      “Put away the apology. This is a decision I made. The responsibility is solely mine. A kid like you doesn't need to feel it.”
    

    
      That voice filled with cynicism was mocking even himself.
    

    
      It is close to the feeling of asking why buy hardship.
    

    
      We wouldn't have spent even a month together.
    

    
      I felt like I completely knew what kind of person Renald was now.
    

    
      “I will give one piece of advice to you who will walk a difficult path from now on.”
    

    
      “I will listen carefully.”
    

    
      “Do not trust people too much. The world doesn't only have naive people like St. Charmant Monastery where you stayed. Rather, it is close to a monster that bites without notice if you show an opening.”
    

    
      “Do I have an impression that looks like I'll be deceived easily?”
    

    
      He says that because he doesn't know Lawrence.
    

    
      It is a life lived wandering the back alleys in childhood.
    

    
      I knew well from long experience that people cannot be trusted.
    

    
      “Don't get angry and keep it in mind. Children who think themselves smart like you have such a tendency more severely. Because you hate to admit it due to pride, you are deceived by your own trick every time.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      I barely swallowed the words surging up to my throat 
      gulp
      .
    

    
      If I get angry here, it becomes like acknowledging Renald’s rebuke.
    

    
      “It is fortunate you seem to know the importance of money at least. You will know if you go to the Mercenary Guild, but there aren't many things a Wood Plaque mercenary can do. Still, if you work diligently, you will be able to make ends meet.”
    

    
      “Renald taught me. That byproducts given by monsters become money. If it really doesn't work, I'll go out and catch even an Under Wolf.”
    

    
      “If you're a kid, act like a kid. Only when life is attached can one regret.”
    

    
      “I will try my best.”
    

    
      I didn't intend to, but it became a sarcastic tone.
    

    
      As if Lawrence’s reaction was fine either way, Renald took something out of his bosom.
    

    
      A pure white paper with a luxurious feeling.
    

    
      Sealed with red wax, that was a letter.
    

    
      “If you really have no place to rely on, visit a nearby monastery or temple. If you show this letter, at least there won't be an occasion of being rejected.”
    

    
      “Renald…….”
    

    
      “Don't be moved by me. The letter was written by that guy Blackwell. Well, although he said whether to give it or not was my mind.”
    

    
      “Thank you. I will never forget this grace.”
    

    
      Lawrence cherished the letter inside his robe.
    

    
      It shouldn't be so. My eyes stung because I felt an inexplicable warmth from the letter.
    

    
      “Later, if you have leeway, stop by a holy ground at least once. The Goddess will be waiting for you.”
    

    
      Renald shouldered the sack he had put down.
    

    
      “See you again, Lawrence. I will pray for the Goddess’s blessing to be with you.”
    

    
      Does the pilgrim cynical even to himself know?
    

    
      The fact that he called the boy by name for the first time today.
    

    
      “Yes. I will also pray for the Goddess’s blessing to be with Renald. And don't smoke too much tobacco. It’s bad for the body.”
    

    
      “It is ten years too early for a mere kid to advise me.”
    

    
      Renald, inadvertently moving his hand to the tobacco, smirked.
    

    
      The wanderer finding the way left Lawrence behind like that.
    

    
      I couldn't raise my head until that back disappeared.
    

    
      I received really many things.
    

    
      The friends I lived with together in Hilton Village too.
    

    
      The consideration of the inn owner couple too.
    

    
      The goodwill and kindness given at St. Charmant Monastery too.
    

    
      All of that turned into courage and was pushing my small back.
    

    
      A handful of anxiety and expectation knocking on the heart's beat.
    

    
      The boy now had the vast world before his eyes.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Lawrence, now alone, checked the money first.
    

    
      In the pouch given by Betton as pay, sparsely twinkling silver Silvers were visible among the full Coppers.
    

    
      Combined with the inn salary I collected diligently, it became a large sum of roughly 5 Silvers and 97 Coppers.
    

    
      It is a large sum of an amount I have never touched in my life until now.
    

    
      Considering the price of oat bread is 1 Copper, it is money that can buy and eat a whopping 597 oat breads.
    

    
      My head shook automatically at the unrealistic number.
    

    
      To a boy who rolled with trash cans unable to obtain even one Copper, it was shocking in various ways.
    

    
      Neither Betton nor Renald, who readily gave this much money, could be understood by Lawrence’s common sense.
    

    
      Still, waste is forbidden.
    

    
      Money is something that slips away like water once you start using it.
    

    
      For the time being, let’s make Redantus Village the base and act.
    

    
      There was a need to experience what mercenary work is like in reality too.
    

    
      I wanted to practice magic in a safe place without caring about others' eyes.
    

    
      If I intend to fight monsters, equipment was also important.
    

    
      It is certain the crossbow is a good weapon, but in close combat, it is practically useless.
    

    
      If I use something, a sword or spear.
    

    
      Or I think a shield wouldn't be bad either.
    

    
      The problem was money to prepare equipment.
    

    
      Since I have a large sum that can buy a whopping 597 oat breads in hand, honestly, worry didn't precede that much.
    

    
      I intend to solve lodging at an inn.
    

    
      Renald said to visit a monastery or temple if things go wrong.
    

    
      Lawrence, having just left the monastery, wanted to escape the Order’s shadow as much as possible.
    

    
      Above all, Lawrence is a Mage.
    

    
      Not only am I not a trainee priest or a probation priest, I had no mind to become a pilgrim either.
    

    
      Suddenly, a magic shop came to mind.
    

    
      If it is a village of this size, there would also be a shop dealing with magic books.
    

    
      It would be a lie if I said I didn't have the greed to learn other magic.
    

    
      Until now, the magic learned through the dream world is only Shadow and Fire.
    

    
      If there is a magic shop, I might be able to see other Mages directly.
    

    
      Even if not to the extent of Archmage Reano whom Renald told me about.
    

    
      There might be someone who can solve the doubts of a boy who just entered the path of a Mage.
    

    
      Right. Once I get lodging, let’s look for a magic shop first.
    

    
      The method to find a good inn is not that difficult.
    

    
      Lawrence has accumulated experience with inn work since childhood.
    

    
      For an inn, the outward appearance is important, but there was a need to watch how frequently guests entered and exited.
    

    
      There are guests who simply solve only meals like a restaurant.
    

    
      Such places had a high probability of having good hygiene too.
    

    
      Because there is no shop that cleans as much as an inn.
    

    
      If they could catch guests' footsteps with a clean image, it was practically eating halfway and going.
    

    
      As a result of watching quietly, the inn closest to the plaza looked somewhat decent.
    

    
      The best inn is on the bustling street side.
    

    
      Here, the lodging fee looked formidable, so I gave up cleanly.
    

    
      I shouldn't forget.
    

    
      No matter how good the facility is, if a lot of money goes in, the belly button becomes bigger than the belly.
    

    
      “10 Coppers for one day lodging. Breakfast and dinner cost an additional 4 Coppers. If you want bathwater too, you have to pay 1 more Copper.”
    

    
      Expensive.
    

    
      As soon as I heard the lodging fee, I couldn't manage my expression.
    

    
      Meal cost is a line I can accept to some extent.
    

    
      Actually, the meals the guests were having didn't look poor.
    

    
      “How much can you discount if I cut it for a month?”
    

    
      Fortunately, Lawrence watched the bargaining of peddlers using the inn over their shoulders.
    

    
      Meshing with the realistic money problem, the boy’s voice changed seriously.
    

    
      “8 Coppers. No more than that.”
    

    
      “Don't be like that and let’s do 5 Coppers. Instead, I will add all breakfast and dinner too.”
    

    
      “Then I’ll discount 1 more Copper. Including meals, 11 Coppers a day.”
    

    
      “8 Coppers" looks appropriate. Anyway, there are almost no long-term guests, right? I think it would be much better than having rooms left over.”
    

    
      “10 Coppers. If you hate this too, look into other places.”
    

    
      He won't bargain anymore.
    

    
      As firmness dwelt in the inn owner’s voice, Lawrence also yielded one step.
    

    
      “Understood. Then let’s do 10 Coppers a day.”
    

    
      I pay 3 Silvers, half of my entire fortune, as lodging fee.
    

    
      As soon as I handed over the money, the inn owner snatched the Silvers.
    

    
      “Room 211.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      Lawrence, receiving the key, went up to the 2nd floor.
    

    
      Finding the room and unpacking, a sigh came out automatically.
    

    
      3 Silvers…….
    

    
      A whopping 3 Silvers for lodging fee.
    

    
      Is this room really worth 300 oat breads?
    

    
      While living until now, the money used at one time wouldn't have exceeded 1 Copper; I feel like blood tears are flowing beyond just feeling sick in the stomach.
    

    
      The guest room belonged to the clean side.
    

    
      Bed and desk. An almost worn-out candle is also visible on the desk.
    

    
      Seeing there is also a wooden basin to wash the body, I think this might be for the bathwater the inn owner talked about.
    

    
      If I knew it would be like this, would it have been better to just rely on the Order instead of showing bravado?
    

    
      Lawrence shook his head.
    

    
      No. That is not so.
    

    
      Although wasteful, this is all cost necessary to stand alone.
    

    
      In the first place, the money in hand right now is unexpected luck.
    

    
      Even if this money didn't exist, Lawrence would have gotten an inn.
    

    
      Even if there was some difference in the lodging period.
    

    
      Thinking like that, I felt the stone resting on my heart became a little lighter.
    

    
      I raise the wooden window.
    

    
      The scenery of the guest room showing the bustling street wasn't that bad.
    

    
      Because of the ignorantly high castle wall, the dense forest isn't visible, but the street where pedestrians come and go was sufficient spectacle just with that.
    

    
      Lawrence, organizing his luggage, finished locking the door and came down to the 1st floor.
    

    
      Is it because lunch time passed?
    

    
      The hall organizing bowls was a little quiet.
    

    
      A few guests were seen having a late lunch.
    

    
      I take a seat close to the counter and sit.
    

    
      “What menu is famous here?”
    

    
      “We don't sell alcohol to kids.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The inn owner glanced at Lawrence and opened his mouth.
    

    
      Laughter arose from the surroundings.
    

    
      Lawrence, whose face became red, looked at the dishes other guests were having.
    

    
      Bread and soup. Including alcohol, there is also smoked meat as side dishes.
    

    
      “Please give me one oat bread and warm soup. Ah, and one cup of milk too.”
    

    
      “The kid asks for milk instead of alcohol!”
    

    
      “Wahaha!”
    

    
      “Milk is good. Don't drink too much. Because you might get drunk!”
    

    
      …It seems cutting the lodging fee to a precarious line was the problem.
    

    
      Unlike the sarcastic tone, the meal was excellent.
    

    
      Even considering oat bread is always dry.
    

    
      The soup containing pork permeated warmly into the body that only ate beef jerky during the journey.
    

    
      Finally, as I drank the milk that tasted nostalgic, only then did energy soar.
    

    
      “May I ask something?”
    

    
      “If it’s an additional order, I welcome it.”
    

    
      It was a voice where pride in cooking was felt.
    

    
      I was a little sorry about the lodging fee matter. Lawrence, ordering one more same soup while at it, asked the inn owner.
    

    
      “Is there perhaps a magic shop here?”
    

    
      “Magic shop?”
    

    
      I only ordered one more soup, but the inn owner’s attitude had softened.
    

    
      However, that was also brief.
    

    
      An absurd smile rose on his lips.
    

    
      “What magic shop would be in a remote corner like this?”
    

    
      “There isn't?”
    

    
      “Look for what can be found. I guarantee, if a magic shop comes into this remote corner, it will go bankrupt before a month passes.”
    

    
      It was an unexpected answer.
    

    
      “Is it that unpopular? If it’s a magic shop, I think there would be many customers too.”
    

    
      “What kind of dog sound is that? It’s because it’s expensive. I don't know for sure, but the goods of a magic shop would be worth whatever is called. Would there be travelers in this village who would readily spend that money? Naturally, no.”
    

    
      A realistic story came out.
    

    
      I wondered how expensive it would be.
    

    
      It seemed a magic shop needed much more money than Lawrence thought.
    

    
      “Does it cost that much money?”
    

    
      “Magic books would cost at least a few Golds to dozens of Silvers. It seems you don't know at all how expensive items entangled with magic are.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Lawrence was at a loss for words.
    

    
      Gold…….
    

    
      I shed blood tears even while using the Silver I obtained for the first time.
    

    
      It wasn't time to be disappointed that there is no magic shop.
    

    
      Leaving the monastery, the problem I had forgotten returned as reality.
    

    
      For a person to live,
    

    
      To learn knowledge, money was needed.
    

    
      Magic is no different.
    

    
      Because monastery life was long, I had forgotten.
    

    
      Eventually, in this world, money was everything.
    

    

  Chapter 10: Chapter 10

    
       Chapter 10 : A Smile Worth 50 Coppers
    

    
      “I don't know what remote corner you came from. Erase the magic shop from your head. I won't speak harshly. People should live knowing their place.”
    

    
      “I understood. I didn't know magic cost that much money.”
    

    
      “People cost money just by living. Would a Mage be any different? They are the same people.”
    

    
      Other guests also nodded as if agreeing with the inn owner’s words.
    

    
      “Then is there a Mercenary Guild?”
    

    
      “Oho. If you can't be a Mage, is it a mercenary? An incredible country kid has come up!”
    

    
      Laughter arose from the audience.
    

    
      This time I can't hold back.
    

    
      “I haven't heard where the Mercenary Guild is yet, have I?”
    

    
      “I will find it myself.”
    

    
      Lawrence, having finished calculating, came out and stopped a passerby to ask.
    

    
      Usually, they ignored the boy's question and were busy going their own way, but constant effort eventually bore fruit.
    

    
      “Mercenary Guild? Go toward the castle gate. If you follow the alley entering the carriage storage straight, it’s the first building you see.”
    

    
      Fortunately, the Mercenary Guild wasn't far away.
    

    
      Lawrence, expressing thanks, headed to the place the passerby mentioned.
    

    
      Redantus Branch Mercenary Guild had the appearance close to a tavern.
    

    
      Overall, the color tone inside the building is dark.
    

    
      Weak lamps and shadows cast in the hall.
    

    
      The shadows swaying at the reception desk show no sign of falling away.
    

    
      There are more people in the hall than I thought.
    

    
      Naturally, as they are using the guild, they are all mercenaries without exception.
    

    
      The armament visible starts differently.
    

    
      Not only leather armor, there are mercenaries armed with chain mail woven from wire.
    

    
      There were also mercenaries wearing robes like Lawrence.
    

    
      Below that, armor was sticking its head out without fail.
    

    
      As if showing individuality each, weapons are also different.
    

    
      There are mercenaries carrying greatswords as big as a person.
    

    
      I also see axes crushing the floor, showing how heavy they are.
    

    
      Besides that, people handling spears I had in mind, or blunt weapons like maces or morning stars, also came into view occasionally.
    

    
      It’s a combination hard to find unity in, but if I had to pick one common point, it’s about the fact that they are puffing out ignorant tobacco smoke.
    

    
      I shook off Renald’s figure rising suddenly.
    

    
      There are a total of three reception desks with lights on.
    

    
      Among them, two reception desks are all attending to mercenaries.
    

    
      One empty reception desk.
    

    
      The receptionist lady is checking documents.
    

    
      Lawrence, soothing his chest beating half with tension and half with excitement, headed to the empty reception desk.
    

    
      “Hello. I came to register as a mercenary. Can I register?”
    

    
      “Wait a moment. You mean mercenary registration, right? Is this your first time visiting the Mercenary Guild?”
    

    
      A pro is a pro.
    

    
      As soon as a person came to the reception desk, the receptionist lady put away the documents to one side.
    

    
      “Yes. This is the first time.”
    

    
      As if it wasn't a skill done once or twice, the receptionist who organized the seat in an instant took out a wooden slip from the desk.
    

    
      “Understood. Then please fill out this wooden slip first. If by chance you cannot read or write letters, I will guide you inside.”
    

    
      Not all mercenaries know how to read and write.
    

    
      Commoners who became mercenaries because their livelihood became vague are common.
    

    
      It was natural in a way that there were more illiterate people than mercenaries who could read.
    

    
      “Ah, that is okay. Do I just have to fill this out?”
    

    
      “Yes. The Mercenary Guild is open to anyone. However, I hope you keep in mind that if problematic activities are caught, you will be expelled from the roster.”
    

    
      “I understand what you mean.”
    

    
      It is a story of common sense.
    

    
      So to speak, it means don't do things that cross the line.
    

    
      “If you perhaps have an item that can prove your identity, you can simplify the registration procedure.”
    

    
      “…I don't have one.”
    

    
      The moment's hesitation is the letter Renald handed over.
    

    
      However, I didn't want to take it out at this spot.
    

    
      There was also the mind to escape the Order’s shadow, but simply put, I didn't want to show the precious letter sealed with wax to another person who wasn't even an Order person.
    

    
      Lawrence, receiving a quill pen, started to fill out the wooden slip.
    

    
      The wooden slip was filled with trivial questions including basic personal information.
    

    
      Like name, origin, or age.
    

    
      There is nothing to hide about the name.
    

    
      Origin…… After worrying a little, I wrote Hilton Village.
    

    
      Age, I don't write honestly.
    

    
      Because the thought occurred first that writing 14 years old might be looked down upon for being too young.
    

    
      Did I not do so at the inn too?
    

    
      Making up my mind greatly, I wrote 19 years old, raising 5 years from the original age.
    

    
      The hand that was filling out questions smoothly without blockage stopped at some moment.
    

    
      It was written on the wooden slip to pay 50 Coppers as mercenary registration fee.
    

    
      “You have to pay that.”
    

    
      A businesslike voice was heard.
    

    
      It seems she noticed immediately where I hesitated.
    

    
      “Must I pay for it?”
    

    
      “The registration fee only goes in at the beginning, so you don't have to worry.”
    

    
      The receptionist’s business smile fels bad.
    

    
      I don't know why there are so many things costing money as soon as I came out of the monastery.
    

    
      What can I do.
    

    
      They say the guild’s rule is like that.
    

    
      Lawrence, sighing, took out the money pouch.
    

    
      The employee who received the registration fee took out a wood plaque from the desk.
    

    
      “Confirmed. Welcome, new mercenary at Redantus Branch Mercenary Guild. As soon as identity is confirmed, you can enjoy benefits provided by the guild. Lawrence…… can act as a Wood Plaque mercenary starting today. If you want, shall I introduce requests suitable for Wood Plaque rank right now?”
    

    
      “No. I will receive that later.”
    

    
      Requests can be examined next time.
    

    
      For now, preparing equipment necessary for requests was priority.
    

    
      “Ah right. For equipment necessary for mercenary work, it is better to use the smithy than the weapon shop. Because they are in a cooperative relationship with the guild, the price is cheap and the quality of equipment is good too.”
    

    
      Make sure to use it, and she harbored a small laugh that wasn't a business smile.
    

    
      For a smile worth 50 Coppers, it wasn't pretty at all.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Coming out after finishing mercenary registration, a series of people were gathered in front of the guild which was empty before.
    

    
      Boom boom!
    

    
      Drum sounds rang out as if asking for attention.
    

    
      “We are the Wolf of the Battlefield Corps! Everyone must know we established brilliant military merit in the Ribal Plains Territory War! Hero confident in skill. Young person wanting to establish higher military merit. Do you have no thought of going out to a wider battlefield with us?”
    

    
      Dozens of mercenaries watched the flag bearer raising his voice.
    

    
      “If it’s Wolf of the Battlefield, not bad. They say they won against the Iron Blood Knights in the Ribal Plains Territory War?”
    

    
      “Bullshit. I saw the Iron Blood Knights in reality. That is not an opponent we can fight.”
    

    
      A small repercussion arises among the mercenaries.
    

    
      As if it was nonsense, a mercenary with a harsh impression spoke.
    

    
      “The words that they participated in the Ribal Plains Territory War and won are not lies. However, the words that they won against the Iron Blood Knights are lies.”
    

    
      “They won the territory war, but lost the match. Is it something like this?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Real knights are different from us. They are monsters to the bone. When those guys charged with warhorses, dozens, nearly hundreds of soldiers collapsed. Do you think it would be different just because they are mercenaries? I…… felt that bone-deep in the Ribal Plains Territory War.”
    

    
      A voice close to a groan.
    

    
      Mercenaries couldn't open their mouths easily at words coming from experience.
    

    
      Lawrence, watching the mercenary corps recruitment for a moment, left the spot.
    

    
      Which job wouldn't be so, but mercenaries also have hardships of their own as mercenaries.
    

    
      First, I headed to the smithy the receptionist recommended.
    

    
      Finding the smithy wasn't particularly difficult.
    

    
      The atmosphere is different from general shops on the street.
    

    
      Overflowing sweat.
    

    
      Muscles dyed in copper skin.
    

    
      Every time they hit the anvil with a hammer, sparks flew up.
    

    
      Whether there were customers or not, artisans with their tops off moved busily in the smithy.
    

    
      Sound desperately looking for bellows.
    

    
      Quenching that doesn't end.
    

    
      The artisan facing the fire demon was finding his own flame.
    

    
      Probably at this time.
    

    
      The busiest shop on the street must be here without mistake.
    

    
      “Is anyone here?”
    

    
      “Looking for some item, young brother?”
    

    
      A middle-aged artisan reacted to Lawrence’s greeting.
    

    
      Was it because the time sitting in front of the anvil was long?
    

    
      The artisan’s head was shining 
      sparkle sparkle
       without a single hair.
    

    
      Because his waist was slightly bent, I thought he was short.
    

    
      As he straightened his body, that physique lightly exceeded Lawrence.
    

    
      “I came by recommendation of the Mercenary Guild. I want to see some equipment.”
    

    
      “Mm. Was it a mercenary? Wait a moment. Gozle! Come here a bit!”
    

    
      The bald artisan called someone in the smithy.
    

    
      “Coming now!”
    

    
      A thick voice returned from inside.
    

    
      After a while, a man covered in sweat came out.
    

    
      “What is the matter?”
    

    
      “He came by introduction of the Mercenary Guild. Go show him some equipment.”
    

    
      “Ah, that matter. Understood. Let’s go.”
    

    
      Gozle wiped the oil and sweat on his hands on his trouser legs.
    

    
      “I am Gozle.”
    

    
      “I am Lawrence.”
    

    
      Introduction is short.
    

    
      Lawrence accompanied Gozle guiding the way.
    

    
      “It seems there are some mercenaries finding the smithy like me.”
    

    
      “It’s hard to say many, but it’s on the occasional side. First, the guild receptionist has to introduce us. But there aren't that many mercenaries the receptionist liked.”
    

    
      There are many cases where they don't come even after hearing usually, he voiced a complaint that wasn't a complaint.
    

    
      “What should I show you? Just say it. We have almost everything.”
    

    
      “Then first, can I see a sword once?”
    

    
      “Sword…… Will you use it yourself?”
    

    
      Lawrence nodded.
    

    
      Gozle worried for a moment, then saying this would be good, took out a sword with a simple appearance.
    

    
      “Thinking of the customer’s physique, this will fit. Try swinging it once.”
    

    
      Lawrence lifted the handed-over sword.
    

    
      The feeling of lifting a sword for the first time was that it was heavier than I thought.
    

    
      If not handling it with two hands, the feeling that I would get tired even before swinging a few times was strong.
    

    
      Not good.
    

    
      A sword is something I have to use facing an opponent in actual combat.
    

    
      I don't know for sure, but it was obvious it would be double the struggle than now.
    

    
      Furthermore, I couldn't even guess how much time would be needed to get used to it.
    

    
      Disappointment was big.
    

    
      Since childhood, I wandered the back alleys, and I was in a state where I was sick of this and that labor, so I had some confidence in using my body.
    

    
      But opening it up in reality, a sigh came out automatically at the thought that I couldn't handle even one sword properly.
    

    
      “Originally, it is a sword released for women. As you see, because it emphasizes practicality, the appearance isn't pretty but…… because the weight is light, it will be comfortable for the customer to handle.”
    

    
      Even this is said to be light.
    

    
      Lawrence put down the sword without lingering attachment.
    

    
      I cannot entrust my life to a weapon I cannot rely on when things go wrong.
    

    
      I cannot use a sword.
    

    
      At least not now.
    

    
      “Would there perhaps be a spear instead of a sword?”
    

    
      “Spear? For spears, there are more good ones.”
    

    
      As if it was an excellent choice, Gozle smiled brightly.
    

    
      Putting the sword aside, he took out a spear from the rack.
    

    
      “Unlike a sword, a spear doesn't require a long time to master, and it is a good weapon that can be used immediately in actual combat. It was regrettable that many people don't know that fact.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “Spears are not supplied as soldiers' basic weapons for nothing. Try holding and using it once.”
    

    
      The spear Gozle chose was shorter in length than a general spear.
    

    
      The shaft is sturdy and the blade tip shines sharply.
    

    
      So to speak, a short spear.
    

    
      It could be seen as a kind of short spear.
    

    
      This is also not at a blindly light level.
    

    
      Still, compared to the sword I held a little while ago, it is much lighter.
    

    
      Above all, the burden was less as I used it with two hands.
    

    
      If I use a spear…….
    

    
      Is it thrusting as expected?
    

    
      I thrust the spear with all my might toward the empty space.
    

    
      Whoosh
      , a pleasant sound rang out.
    

    
      Loaded power. Speed.
    

    
      Although I didn't pierce an actual opponent, the power looks sufficient.
    

    
      “Do you like it?”
    

    
      “Yes. I will buy this. Would armor repair be possible perhaps?”
    

    
      “Of course. Is this not a smithy?”
    

    
      Lawrence took off the leather armor he was wearing and showed it.
    

    
      The leather armor received from Renald had many old and worn places, so it looked a little unreasonable to use in the current state.
    

    
      “Mm…… I am sorry but how about preparing a new one?”
    

    
      “Is repair difficult?”
    

    
      “No. If doing it, there is nothing I can't do but. Like this, buying a new one will come out much cheaper.”
    

    
      “Is that so? Then please show me leather armor once.”
    

    
      I discard lingering attachment. Even so, unlike the robe Edith wove, the leather armor didn't fit my body well either.
    

    
      Sorry to Renald, but armor to which I have to entrust my life was better on the sturdier side.
    

    
      I purchase the spear and leather armor Gozle recommended as a set.
    

    
      Total 1 Silver 30 Coppers. Of this, I cut 30 Coppers after bargaining and paid cleanly with 1 Silver.
    

    
      Lawrence, having prepared roughly, returned to the inn.
    

    
      I solve dinner in the room and receive cold water, but used Fire to soak my body in warm water.
    

    
      As I entrust my body to the warm water, I feel like the piled-up fatigue is flying away.
    

    
      After sending away the old fatigue, I lit the candle.
    

    
      I leave the window slightly open.
    

    
      The night air coming from outside made my eyes, trying to close, open.
    

    
      Let’s start.
    

    
      Lawrence, pulling himself together, focused his mind.
    

    
      The Shadow rises inside the shadow created by the candlelight.
    

    
      Extending my hand, I change the Shadow’s form into an arrow shape.
    

    
      I learned only recently that doing something like this is more helpful than leaving two hands doing nothing.
    

    
      It is not touching directly, but strictly a direction helping to draw the mental image.
    

    
      Is it because I focused without caring about others' eyes after a long time?
    

    
      The Shadow started to take the form I was drawing in my head.
    

    
      The tip that was blunt became sharp like a spearhead.
    

    
      The shaft that was uselessly thick for an arrow also became thin.
    

    
      That looked exactly similar to the spear bought at the smithy.
    

    
      Lawrence gulped down dry saliva.
    

    
      From here is important.
    

    
      How long can I maintain this form.
    

    
      Also, does the Shadow turned into an arrow fly toward the target.
    

    
      Aiming at the open window, Lawrence shot the Shadow.
    

    
      No. Thinking I shot was only in my mind.
    

    
      The Shadow that flew weakly disappeared even before approaching the window.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      For a moment, disappointment dwelt in Lawrence’s eyes.
    

    
      However, that soon turned into joy.
    

    
      Success.
    

    
      Whatever the appearance, I finally succeeded.
    

    
      The firmly clenched fist was expressing the emotion the boy felt.
    

    
      I changed the Shadow’s shape and saw the next possibility too.
    

    
      Although it is at a level flying with difficulty now, if I try hard like this, using it like a crossbow will be sufficiently possible.
    

    
      Even chest pain or headache wasn't felt either.
    

    
      It must mean about one shot is no problem.
    

    
      And as if celebrating the achievement Lawrence achieved that night, the dream guided to a scenery I saw sometime.
    

    
      …To the forest where I met the red eyes.
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      The dream unfolded into the dreary forest he had faced sometime before.
    

    
      This time, Lawrence was not flustered.
    

    
      It was different from the first encounter when he knew nothing.
    

    
      He calmly looked around.
    

    
      Checking if there were any hostile entities, or if the fairy friends were present.
    

    
      The owners of the small presence felt behind the brambles were the usual fur balls running around as if rolling.
    

    
      No other fairies were visible.
    

    
      That included the Red Eyes that had scattered an ominous aura.
    

    
      Once he confirmed his safety, his mind found some ease.
    

    
      From experience, he knew he couldn't leave this place until he woke from the dream.
    

    
      Furthermore, returning to the grassland where he usually stayed was impossible.
    

    
      In other words, whether he liked it or not, he had to spend his time here.
    

    
      Then, should he sit still and wait?
    

    
      Or would it be better to walk around the surroundings like before?
    

    
      The hesitation didn't last long.
    

    
      Meeting the Red Eyes was the result of blindly wandering around this place.
    

    
      Looking back, it was rash and careless behavior.
    

    
      There was no need to repeat the mistake.
    

    
      Lawrence sat down in the clearing as if it were his inn room.
    

    
      Concentration ensued.
    

    
      He had just been getting the hang of it anyway.
    

    
      He had been practicing magic while leaning against the bed, feeling that even the time spent closing his eyes was a waste, and he didn't remember when exactly he had fallen asleep.
    

    
      He refined the shape of the Shadow emerging from the darkness.
    

    
      It hadn't changed that he still had to stretch both hands forward, but the time it took to form it into an arrow had decreased significantly.
    

    
      Now it was time to imbue the arrow with power.
    

    
      As a test, he tried to fly the Shadow, but it couldn't fly for even two seconds before its form scattered.
    

    
      The force of its flight wasn't particularly strong either.
    

    
      It felt like a candle flame flickering out before the wind.
    

    
      At this rate, the arrowheads he had taken the trouble to make were useless.
    

    
      The next one too.
    

    
      And the arrow after that.
    

    
      They all met results no different from the first.
    

    
      Resting his chin on his hand, Lawrence paused his practice for a moment.
    

    
      It’s different.
    

    
      This wasn't a matter of proficiency.
    

    
      He felt a certainty that no matter how much he repeated it, nothing would change.
    

    
      Some kind of special measure was needed.
    

    
      He didn't know why he had that thought.
    

    
      However, even if it was simply a hunch, it was hard to ignore.
    

    
      In the first place, Lawrence had encountered magic through dreams.
    

    
      No one had taught him; he had understood and realized it on his own.
    

    
      That very instinctive sense whispered that this wasn't it.
    

    
      But no matter how much he pondered, the answer didn't come.
    

    
      ...Would it have been better to force his way to a large village?
    

    
      Here, there was no one to serve as a guide.
    

    
      Nor could he obtain a book to teach him even the basics.
    

    
      It was too late to regret now.
    

    
      A stifling frustration with no exit echoed within his chest.
    

    
      What else can I do?
    

    
      If it doesn't work, he just has to try until it does.
    

    
      Because he knew that effort does not lie.
    

    
      How much time had passed?
    

    
      Around the time a tightening pain began to rise in his chest.
    

    
      He suddenly felt the surroundings turn cold.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Lawrence wasn't so ignorant as to not know what that meant.
    

    
      Reflexively looking around, the forest was moving.
    

    
      As if welcoming someone who was processing to this very spot.
    

    
      Before long, It, covered in dark red cloth, appeared along with a horse.
    

    
      A black horse with eight hooves.
    

    
      Sitting atop the saddleless horse, It looked at the boy and stopped.
    

    
      Red eyes were revealed between the dark red cloth.
    

    
      Facing those eyes that moved independently of one another, a faint headache set in.
    

    
      「■■ ■ord■■. ■■lov■ ■hild. ■ave ■ou lost ■our ■ay?」
    

    
      He still couldn't understand the speech.
    

    
      However, the pain wasn't as severe as before.
    

    
      Lawrence stared at the red eyes.
    

    
      The eyes that induced physiological revulsion were the same.
    

    
      Like a human, neither a neck nor a face was visible, and within the dark red cloth where the upper body was expected to be, those same pupils were flashing.
    

    
      There was no hostility.
    

    
      Nor did he feel the ominous aura.
    

    
      Compared to their first meeting, it felt like a different person.
    

    
      He didn't know the reason.
    

    
      Was it because he had become proficient in magic?
    

    
      Or was it because something inside Lawrence had changed?
    

    
      The Red Eyes that had been so terrifying now felt like an entity whose appearance was just slightly different.
    

    
      Perhaps that was why.
    

    
      Cold reasoning granted the boy the courage to take a step forward.
    

    
      “Uh…. Can you understand what I am saying?”
    

    
      He tried to speak while suppressing the creeping headache.
    

    
      The Red Eyes was a resident of the dream.
    

    
      Surely, depending on his effort, they could share their thoughts.
    

    
      The fairy friends he played with every time were like that.
    

    
      He just couldn't hear what they called Lawrence.
    

    
      He could carry on daily conversation without difficulty.
    

    
      「Dar■ ■o ■ea■ ■y ■oi■e without ■ars? ■mpresse■. ■o ■ense ■ithout ■ears is ■mpa■■■■■. ■o■ever. ■will ■ran■ ■ou ■he ■ars to ■istin■■ish.」
    

    
      It sounded like unintelligible laughter was heard.
    

    
      A cold cynicism similar to what he usually felt from Renald.
    

    
      The emotion shown by the Red Eyes might be closer to mockery.
    

    
      The Red Eyes raised a hand.
    

    
      Surprisingly, an empty sleeve was visible within it.
    

    
      As if drawn by the gesture, something came out of Lawrence’s bosom.
    

    
      White stone debris.
    

    
      It was the fragment of the Goddess Statue he had found at St. Charmant Monastery.
    

    
      「■one of the ■stral ■orld. ■ou ■ept a ■ood ■hing?」
    

    
      Following the gesture of the Red Eyes, the fragment harbored a black light.
    

    
      A dark radiance that seemed to encroach upon the eyes for an instant.
    

    
      When Lawrence blinked, the fragment had returned to being ordinary stone debris as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      Suddenly, the cold that had been binding his body was no longer felt.
    

    
      「Child who is loved. For what business have you sought this body?」
    

    
      Before he could even realize the change, a low voice was heard.
    

    
      The voice echoing in his head was not made by a human.
    

    
      It was the Red Eyes.
    

    
      The Red Eyes had answered Lawrence's question.
    

    
      He could understand it. He didn't know what it had done, but the fragment shining just a moment ago seemed to be a preparation for conversation.
    

    
      “Uh…. Well…. First, n-nice to meet you.”
    

    
      「It is not the first time. Is this not our second meeting?」
    

    
      Hearing the voice mixed with laughter, the headache intensified slightly.
    

    
      He grimaced inadvertently. He wondered if he might cause a misunderstanding, but the Red Eyes continued to speak nonchalantly.
    

    
      「The time you can share words with this body is not much. Fortunately, there is a Stone of the Astral World, so I borrowed its power, but it will be a great burden for you, who do not possess the listening ears.」
    

    
      “Listening…. ears?”
    

    
      Wondering what that meant, he asked back.
    

    
      「Goodness, must I explain from there?」
    

    
      “I ask for your favor.”
    

    
      He requested teaching.
    

    
      As soon as he heard the troubled tone, his mouth moved reflexively.
    

    
      「If it is the request of the Child who is loved, it cannot be helped. To contact a neighbor of the Astral World, one first needs to encounter the five cognitive concepts.」
    

    
      “Cognitive concepts….”
    

    
      「The connected head. The seeing eyes. The listening ears. The smelling nose. The conveying mouth. A child who is loved. Speaking coldly, right now, the only thing you possess is the seeing eyes.」
    

    
      Astral World. Neighbor. Five Cognitive Concepts.
    

    
      "Child who is loved" must be referring to Lawrence.
    

    
      Then, perhaps the fairy friends and the Queen had called him that as well.
    

    
      “Then, being able to converse like this…. Did you briefly give me the listening ears you mentioned?”
    

    
      「You understand quickly. Yes. However, it is merely a temporary measure using the Stone of the Astral World. The concept borrowed is not yours. The price for enjoying an undeserved miracle eventually returns to oneself.」
    

    
      ...He should thank Aveline.
    

    
      Keeping the fragment of the Goddess Statue was closer to simply forgetting about it. He didn't know it would be helpful in the dream—or to borrow the Red Horse's expression, in the Astral World—in this way.
    

    
      「So, for what business have you come here? The Shadow Forest is not a place for you, who have not equipped the cognitive concepts, to come. If you have lost your way, I can send you to the physical world as before….」
    

    
      He snapped to his senses.
    

    
      It seemed the Red Eyes was not the one who summoned Lawrence to this place.
    

    
      Then, why did he come to this place where only difficult memories existed?
    

    
      Perhaps, though he wasn't aware of it, Lawrence had wished for it in his heart.
    

    
      The frustration in his chest.
    

    
      The unquenchable thirst.
    

    
      There was no need to think about the reason.
    

    
      “By, by any chance…. Can you not teach me magic?”
    

    
      A desperate light was contained in his voice.
    

    
      It had been a long time since he abandoned pride.
    

    
      To Lawrence, who had nothing, magic was his one and only treasure.
    

    
      To navigate the vast ocean, a signpost was needed.
    

    
      Furthermore, if there was a pioneer to guide the way from the front….
    

    
      At the very least, he would be able to achieve more than he could now.
    

    
      「You are a greedy child. I said that a price always follows an undeserved miracle…. However, it is difficult to refuse the request of the Child who is loved.」
    

    
      Surely, it shouldn't have a face.
    

    
      But Lawrence thought the Red Eyes smiled.
    

    
      「They say the Child who is loved is born with a connected head from ancient times. Since you are connected to the Astral World, the burden should not be great if it is just once. Since you at least have the seeing eyes, you will be able to understand. Do not rush too much, child. The world will respond to your desperate will, so the answer to the miracle is already within your hands.」
    

    
      The Red Eyes lightly patted the horse's back.
    

    
      As if telling him to watch comfortably, the horse turned its direction forward.
    

    
      「However, the fact that the Child who is loved has a talent for the Void weighs on my mind a little.」
    

    
      The muttering was close to a sigh.
    

    
      It wasn't said expecting an answer.
    

    
      Lawrence stared at every move of the Red Eyes.
    

    
      「Look.」
    

    
      It started with a small change.
    

    
      A chill that ran down the spine.
    

    
      That was the cold he felt when he first faced the Red Eyes.
    

    
      Shadows rose like a heat haze.
    

    
      The shadows, swaying with the wind along with the vegetation, moved as if they were alive.
    

    
      The Red Eyes absorbed the black radiance connecting from the shadows.
    

    
      The process happened in an instant.
    

    
      The shadows, transformed into black radiance, were soon shaped into water droplets.
    

    
      It wasn't falling from the sky.
    

    
      A shadow rain pouring from the ground toward the sky.
    

    
      There was no saying which shadow was first.
    

    
      The water droplets pouring in reverse stopped against the cloudy sky as if time had frozen.
    

    
      Something snapped inside his head.
    

    
      His vision was dyed red.
    

    
      There was no head-splitting pain.
    

    
      Rather, what replaced it was an unidentified refreshing sensation.
    

    
      Dark light ran through.
    

    
      The thinning water droplets transformed into sharp spearheads and shafts.
    

    
      What floated in the sky were Shadow Spears, darker than jet black.
    

    
      A color of shadow indistinguishable from darkness.
    

    
      A hue of shadow glowing almost like fire.
    

    
      He realized it at a glance.
    

    
      The magic Lawrence had used until now was mere child's play.
    

    
      The Shadow Arrow he had worked so hard to make was at a level that couldn't even be compared to the Shadow Spear created by the Red Eyes.
    

    
      「And understand.」
    

    
      Following the will of the Red Eyes, the Shadow Spears soared into the sky.
    

    
      Tens, nearly hundreds of shadows embroidered the dark sky.
    

    
      It was no longer magic, but closer to a natural phenomenon.
    

    
      Like rain falling from the sky.
    

    
      Or like snow falling from the sky.
    

    
      No one can oppose great nature.
    

    
      It was an overwhelming spectacle that could only be described that way.
    

    
      The magic manifested by the Red Eyes was close to a calamity that humans had no way to oppose.
    

    
      Lawrence couldn't close his gaping mouth.
    

    
      This was the second time he had seen someone else use magic.
    

    
      The first was the flames used by the Fairy Queen.
    

    
      Back then, the headache was so severe he had practically only stolen glances.
    

    
      In other words, this was the first time he had properly watched the beginning and end of magic.
    

    
      ...Beautiful.
    

    
      There was no other word that came to mind.
    

    
      He realized only today that magic could be this beautiful, that it could be this fantastic.
    

    
      「Next ■■e at least ■■ ■et the ears ■■ ■o, ■hild ■ho is ■oved.」
    

    
      Wind blew from somewhere.
    

    
      The wind gently embraced Lawrence, who was entranced.
    

    
      He knew what this was.
    

    
      It was the wind sending him out of the dream.
    

    
      Before that, there was something he had to ask.
    

    
      “W-Wait a moment! Name. What is your name?”
    

    
      He hadn't even expressed his gratitude yet.
    

    
      To Lawrence’s urgent voice, the Red Eyes returned an answer mixed with laughter.
    

    
      「We ■ave no name. Just a neighbor of the ■stral ■orld. Call us what you ■ish, ■hild who is ■oved.」
    

    
      The sound grew distant.
    

    
      A floating sensation as his whole body rose.
    

    
      When the wind stopped, the familiar scenery of the inn room awaited Lawrence.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      As he sprang up from his spot, his back hurt.
    

    
      He hadn't slept in the bed.
    

    
      Before his memory cut off, he was clearly practicing Shadow while leaning against the bed; it seemed he had fallen asleep in that exact posture.
    

    
      The pain in his back didn't become a hindrance.
    

    
      His vision, where the red light had disappeared.
    

    
      The headache felt within his head, which had even felt refreshing.
    

    
      His chest trembled with excitement and anticipation.
    

    
      Even now, if he closed his eyes, that scenery was vivid.
    

    
      The sight of countless Shadow Spears soaring into the sky.
    

    
      That was truly a scene beyond beautiful, crossing into the fantastical.
    

    
      The magic exercised by the Red Eyes was at a great stage that couldn't be expressed in words.
    

    
      Just how much time would be needed to reach that stage?
    

    
      No. Was it a stage a human could reach in the first place?
    

    
      Renald had said.
    

    
      Archmage Reano commanded magic where fireballs fell from the sky. He didn't remember the exact name, but he said some desert was created that way.
    

    
      What the Red Eyes used was comparable to that, if not superior; it certainly didn't seem like a level below it.
    

    
      In other words, unless one was at the stage called an Archmage, using such magic was impossible.
    

    
      He closed his two eyes.
    

    
      His heart still wouldn't calm down.
    

    
      Calm down. He continued to take slow deep breaths as if soothing the tremors.
    

    
      He didn't even hope for Archmage Reano's level.
    

    
      If he could just use magic of that magnitude, how good would it be?
    

    
      He truly thought so.
    

    
      The fog-like frustration blocking his sight was no longer visible.
    

    
      Until now, it had just been vague.
    

    
      Learn magic.
    

    
      Practice magic.
    

    
      He wanted to become a decent Mage, earn money, and live comfortably.
    

    
      Because during the days he wandered the back alleys, he hated the cold and hunger the most.
    

    
      But that couldn't be called a goal.
    

    
      Deacon Blackwell had asked.
    

    
      Dream.
    

    
      Is there not a dream you wish to achieve?
    

    
      Back then, Lawrence had thought.
    

    
      I want to become a Mage.
    

    
      But that was a story one shouldn't easily speak of.
    

    
      Not all Mages are the same Mages.
    

    
      What he had spoken of was no different from an immature child longing for the city and saying they wanted to become a mercenary.
    

    
      However, now it was different.
    

    
      He wanted to become a Mage.
    

    
      One who could bring about heartfelt admiration,
    

    
      One who used that kind of magic.
    

    
      He wanted to become that kind of Mage.
    

    
      Lawrence stretched both hands forward.
    

    
      What surfaced in his mind was the magic the Red Eyes had shown him.
    

    
      Look. And understand.
    

    
      Like those words, the boy understood that magic.
    

    
      “Shadow Spear.”
    

    
      Just like when he made an arrow with Shadow.
    

    
      The Shadow rising from the desk's shade soon transformed into the shape of a spear.
    

    
      It was the very Shadow Spear that had soared into the sky.
    

    
      Lawrence threw the Shadow Spear toward the open window.
    

    
      Toward the sky where dawn was just beginning to break, the Shadow Spear flew high, high up.
    

    
      Like a bird just breaking out of its egg and taking flight.
    

    
      The bird in the cage finally spread its wings and dove into the world.
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      The first thing Lawrence did after learning Shadow Spear was to look for a place where he could practice magic.
    

    
      The situation was different from Shadow or Fire.
    

    
      The previous two magics were simple enough to practice in the inn room, but he couldn't very well shoot a Shadow Spear through the window every time.
    

    
      There were many watching eyes in the town.
    

    
      Naturally, the boy's steps had to be directed outside.
    

    
      Being too close to the town was also a problem.
    

    
      He entered the forest to find a place out of sight of the gatekeepers on duty and passing travelers.
    

    
      The place he found at the end of that search was right here.
    

    
      A forest clearing a little distance away from the castle walls.
    

    
      There were some traces of logging left in the surroundings.
    

    
      Thanks to that, he could sit and rest on tree stumps, and since the view was open unlike the usual forest, he could check the surrounding situation.
    

    
      It was a place he liked in many ways, considering he had found it in a hurry.
    

    
      From that day on, Lawrence entered into full-scale magic practice.
    

    
      He started with the familiar Shadow and Fire.
    

    
      At first, the chest pain would start after handling them just a few times, but as they say, practice makes perfect; now, even if he used them close to ten times, there was no abnormality in his body.
    

    
      By the time he got used to the movements of the shadow and flames, he moved on to the next stage, the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Unlike the previous two magics, casting it took a little time.
    

    
      He had to detach the shadow to form a shape, making it into a spear while refining the form.
    

    
      Inferring the image wasn't difficult.
    

    
      The magic of the Red Eyes, which had left a strong impression deep in his mind, was still vivid.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear was completed.
    

    
      Compared to the spear in his memory, it was a shabby appearance.
    

    
      Even just maintaining it caused the pain in his chest to deepen.
    

    
      In a way, it was similar to Fire, which wanted to run wild.
    

    
      It felt like it was appealing to have its leash released quickly.
    

    
      Lawrence, who was holding onto the thing as much as possible to aim, finally let go of the leash.
    

    
      Leaving its master's hand, the Shadow Spear rushed toward a tree.
    

    
      With a dull thud, the tree was gouged.
    

    
      The impact must not have been small, as leaves scattered.
    

    
      Not to mention the part where the Shadow Spear struck.
    

    
      A large scar remained on that spot, as if an axe, not a spear, had chopped it.
    

    
      In terms of destructive power, it was the best among all the magic Lawrence possessed.
    

    
      If there was a problem, it was that using it once or twice brought a headache along with chest pain, but this power was something the other magic he currently had couldn't even mimic.
    

    
      After casting Shadow Spear one more time, Lawrence sat on a stump and caught his breath.
    

    
      It was hot. Even though he had taken off his robe, the sweltering weather was slowly draining his motivation.
    

    
      It wasn't easy.
    

    
      It would take some time to get used to the new magic.
    

    
      Waiting for the headache to subside, he took out the water skin he had brought.
    

    
      Wetting his throat with the lukewarm water made him feel a little more alive.
    

    
      He still had a long way to go.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear Lawrence used was simply a spear made of shadow. On the other hand, the Shadow Spear used by the Red Eyes in his memory was a shadow spear that even harbored flames.
    

    
      It was obvious which one was stronger and had higher power.
    

    
      Even the number of them.
    

    
      The Shadow Spears covering the dark sky were truly a magnificent sight.
    

    
      Could he reach such a stage someday?
    

    
      He felt strength welling up for no reason.
    

    
      Rising from his seat, Lawrence practiced the Shadow Spear again.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Is all magic connected as one?
    

    
      Lawrence realized an important fact while practicing Shadow Spear.
    

    
      That was, if he hadn't been able to shape the arrow with Shadow, casting Shadow Spear would have been impossible from the start.
    

    
      Shadow Spear required creating the shape of a spear as a primary step.
    

    
      It was a magic he wouldn't have even been able to take the first steps in without the practice of making arrow shapes with Shadow.
    

    
      If so, once he became proficient in Fire, its extension might also have effects that helped other magic.
    

    
      Thinking there might be a chance, he tried to shape Fire like Shadow, but the reckless attempts all ended in vain.
    

    
      It was fundamentally different from Shadow.
    

    
      In the first place, the flames had a nature of wanting to run wherever they pleased.
    

    
      Even now, it felt like holding a leash and releasing it in the desired direction.
    

    
      Perhaps the very thought of changing it into a different shape was wrong.
    

    
      He hadn't dreamed since meeting the Red Eyes.
    

    
      Although he had learned that the dream world was called the Astral World, he couldn't meet his fairy friends if he couldn't dream.
    

    
      This time, he didn't feel impatient.
    

    
      Because he had an idea why he couldn't dream.
    

    
      The sound heard in his head for an instant.
    

    
      The refreshing sensation felt instead of a headache.
    

    
      He remembered his vision being dyed red as if unable to endure something.
    

    
      There is no miracle without a price.
    

    
      He thought this must be what the Red Eyes had spoken of.
    

    
      Then, he just had to wait.
    

    
      Doing the best he could while waiting.
    

    
      As he immersed himself in magic and training for nearly a month, Lawrence's skills made rapid progress.
    

    
      He could now cast Shadow or Fire without stretching out his hand.
    

    
      Stretching out his hand was still faster when shaping them, but there might not be such leeway in a real combat situation.
    

    
      Whether one could cast magic while holding a weapon or not would naturally make a big difference.
    

    
      In that sense, Shadow Spear was impossible.
    

    
      Even stretching out both hands took a lot of time to create the shape.
    

    
      Furthermore, considering aiming in the desired direction while holding it back so it wouldn't fly off, he thought it might be nearly impossible.
    

    
      He realized anew how amazing the Red Eyes was.
    

    
      The only comforting point was that the spear he chose instead of a sword was easy to use.
    

    
      The spear didn't require much time to master.
    

    
      Since even Lawrence, who knew nothing, could mimic fighting roughly, Gozle’s words about the spear being easy to enter were correct.
    

    
      Though he didn't know for sure, it would likely be sufficient in actual combat.
    

    
      This was preparation and training for that.
    

    
      Lawrence, having cast Shadow Spear for the last time, rose from his seat.
    

    
      The sun was still hanging in the middle of the sky.
    

    
      At best, it was just past lunchtime.
    

    
      Compared to other times, he was getting up almost half a day early.
    

    
      It wasn't because it was hard or because he was tired.
    

    
      It was because he had encountered a more realistic problem.
    

    
      ...His money was almost gone.
    

    
      He had simply gone back and forth between the inn and the forest practicing magic.
    

    
      Just the lodging and meal costs had drained a formidable amount of money from his pocket.
    

    
      If not for Betton's favor, he would have had to quit practicing and go earn money long ago.
    

    
      He had managed to hold out until the critical moment, but…
    

    
      Practicing only magic any longer would be a foolish act that grew the problem.
    

    
      “You're working hard, Mr. Nielson.”
    

    
      “Oh, isn't it Lawrence? You're coming in early today?”
    

    
      “It’s time for lunch. Please make sure you eat lunch too, Mr. Nielson.”
    

    
      “Wasn't it a packed lunch other times? Well, go on in.”
    

    
      He had become quite close with the checkpoint gatekeeper, Mr. Nielson.
    

    
      Seeing his face at the same time every day for nearly a month, they were able to ask after each other's well-being lightly.
    

    
      He had worried that he might remember Lawrence identifying himself as a priest with Renald. Fortunately, there was no sign of him recognizing the face.
    

    
      Lawrence, having resolved lunch near the castle gate, headed to the Mercenary Guild for the first time in a while.
    

    
      It was time to take a request and solve it.
    

    
      Since he hadn't just been playing and eating for the past month, he was confident enough to do a simple subjugation request.
    

    
      However, Lawrence, examining the bulletin board where requests were posted, had no choice but to grimace.
    

    
      Currently, Lawrence's mercenary plaque was a Wood Plaque.
    

    
      It was the lowest rank among the mercenary grades that went up from Wood, Copper, Silver, Gold, to Platinum.
    

    
      Most of the requests a Wood Plaque could accept were menial chores.
    

    
      Please find my dog who left home.
    

    
      Reward for anyone who finds my lost keys.
    

    
      Someone who can dismantle Under Wolf hides.
    

    
      Looking for a person, etc.
    

    
      They were requests with meager pay that only took up a lot of time.
    

    
      They were closer to a kind of malicious request that seemed to have been stuck on the board for quite a while.
    

    
      After pondering in front of the board for a moment, Lawrence headed to the reception desk.
    

    
      “Welcome. How may I help you?”
    

    
      “By any chance, are there any other requests besides the ones posted on the board?”
    

    
      “You are looking for a request. Excuse me, but may I ask what your current rank is?”
    

    
      “It is Wood Plaque.”
    

    
      The receptionist placed wooden tablets taken out from a cabinet onto the desk.
    

    
      Clatter.
    

    
      At a glance, there were over ten of them.
    

    
      “Let’s see. What kind of request do you desire?”
    

    
      “A request I desire?”
    

    
      “Yes. For example, subjugation if it's a subjugation request. Escort if it's an escort request. Do you not have a request you want? If you don't have anything in particular, I will tell you 
    

    
      about the requests recommended by the guild first.”
    

    
      It was more professional than he thought.
    

    
      Since he was a Wood Plaque, the lowest among mercenary ranks, he thought she would ignore him or just list the request list roughly.
    

    
      It seemed Lawrence had taken it too lightly.
    

    
      “Then could you tell me about the subjugation requests first?”
    

    
      “You mean subjugation requests. First, although the distance is a bit far, they are recruiting mercenaries for Orc subjugation in the Marquis Raynald's territory. It’s not a tribe, but it seems groups of stragglers are often seen. Since their numbers are unexpectedly not small, they are currently recruiting at all times.”
    

    
      Orc.
    

    
      Even Lawrence, a country bumpkin, had heard of them.
    

    
      They were monsters that definitely lived in groups as tribes.
    

    
      It was a name occasionally mentioned among merchants visiting the inn.
    

    
      He heard that the Orcs usually encountered on the road were stragglers kicked out of the tribe.
    

    
      That didn't mean they were weak.
    

    
      He knew well of the Orcs' danger, having heard it until his ears were worn out.
    

    
      Orcs differed in strength depending on the tribe.
    

    
      He heard that for famous tribes, nobles had to lead knights and private soldiers directly to embark on a massive subjugation.
    

    
      To use a metaphor, a straggler Orc was a mercenary.
    

    
      And a warrior Orc belonging to a tribe was comparable to a knight.
    

    
      They were monsters too strong for the current Lawrence to deal with.
    

    
      Considering the story that there were many Orcs, he thought it wasn't suitable as a first request.
    

    
      In the first place, he didn't even know where the Marquis Raynald's territory was.
    

    
      “Are there no other subjugation requests?”
    

    
      “Do you not like it? Many veteran mercenaries have gathered, so it is a good request for a Wood Plaque mercenary to participate in. It is easier to form a party with other mercenaries than to move alone.”
    

    
      Lawrence shook his head again.
    

    
      “Let’s see. Bugbears in Ulbazar Swamp, Wendigos in Winterglen... They are all far. Ah, there is one request nearby. In Horos Village within the Barony of Ilios, they are recruiting mercenaries to subjugate Forest Spiders. To be precise, they haven't put a bounty on them like in the Marquis Raynald's territory. They say they are paying rewards in the form of buying the byproducts.”
    

    
      “Forest Spider...... May I know what kind of monster it is?”
    

    
      “I would like to say it is literally a spider as the name suggests, but...... Think of it as a slightly... no, incredibly large spider. Setting aside that its appearance is very disgusting. It is a monster that mainly is active deep in the forest, but instinctively fears fire.”
    

    
      As if waiting for him to ask, the receptionist continued speaking.
    

    
      “Usually, it is common to lure them out of the forest to fight rather than inside. Forest Spiders that have come down below the trees are not as threatening as you might think.”
    

    
      “They must be strong in the trees.”
    

    
      “With trees, the danger level of a Forest Spider escalates instantly. Above all, because they can spin webs, you cannot predict their movements. Well, since webs also burn, if you intend to subjugate Forest Spiders, it is better to take torches.”
    

    
      A monster close to an insect.
    

    
      Honestly, perhaps because Lawrence had lived a long time in the back alleys, he wasn't particularly afraid of bugs.
    

    
      Moreover, if it was a spider, it was one of the friends that was always by his side when he slept or woke up.
    

    
      “The most dangerous thing is the paralysis needle at the Forest Spider's rear. It is their habit to pierce the prey with the paralysis needle, then slowly bind it in a web and suck it dry.”
    

    
      “...That is a terrible story.”
    

    
      “Yes. Personally, I do not want to recommend it, but... In terms of experience or reward, it should be decent.”
    

    
      The receptionist's business smile trembled slightly.
    

    
      However, Lawrence had already made his decision.
    

    
      If it was a monster people avoided, it would definitely be money.
    

    
      “How far is Horos Village from here?”
    

    
      “If you intend to walk, it will take over a month. Or shall I look into a carriage escort job? If there is a carriage going to Horos Village, you will be able to shorten the time significantly.”
    

    
      Suddenly, Betton came to mind.
    

    
      It was much more comfortable to move by riding a carriage than walking the forest path with Renald.
    

    
      Even light luggage dug into the shoulders as the journey grew longer.
    

    
      If he could hitch a ride on a carriage, he could reduce such disadvantages.
    

    
      If there was time, he felt he could practice magic too.
    

    
      Since it was an escort request for now, he would be able to touch a lump sum of money.
    

    
      “I ask for your favor.”
    

    
      “Confirmed. I will contact you when an escort request going to Horos Village comes in. Where should I contact you?”
    

    
      Lawrence gave the inn and room number where he was staying.
    

    
      Just in case, he obtained the receptionist's cooperation and examined all the information on Forest Spiders in the guild.
    

    
      Even for the sake of the subjugation request he would undergo in the future, there would be nothing bad about preparing this and that in advance.
    

    
      To such Lawrence, the receptionist responded with a business smile.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      One week after speaking to the Mercenary Guild.
    

    
      Finally, contact for a carriage escort job came in.
    

    
      Lawrence, pocketing the letter asking him to come to the Mercenary Guild by lunch, vacated the room he had grown fond of.
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      “It’s a packed lunch. Since you used us for a long time, it’s a service.”
    

    
      The innkeeper, who had been so gruff at first, waved his hand as if telling him to do well.
    

    
      “Thank you. If I happen to come again, I will use this place.”
    

    
      “Just come back alive. Don't step forward too much since it's your first request. I've seen too many confident kids die in vain.”
    

    
      “I will keep your advice in mind.”
    

    
      “Go safely.”
    

    
      Leaving the inn behind, Lawrence arrived at the Mercenary Guild.
    

    
      The receptionist, who rose from her seat as if she had been waiting, guided him outside.
    

    
      The client the receptionist introduced was a peddler with a bushy beard.
    

    
      “I’m Lionel. I look forward to working with you.”
    

    
      “I am Lawrence. I hope it becomes a peaceful journey.”
    

    
      Was he in his mid-30s?
    

    
      Unlike an ordinary peddler, he had a large build, and the palm that shook hands was full of calluses.
    

    
      He didn't know when seeing from afar, but standing face to face like this, the build was so large it seemed there was a difference of about two heads.
    

    
      “The mercenary introduced today looks quite young.”
    

    
      “It is because I look young for my age. I will be twenty next year.”
    

    
      “Twenty...... Is that really so?”
    

    
      “Yes. So I would like you to refrain from treating me like a child.”
    

    
      He did well to state his age higher.
    

    
      If he had made a mistake, it could have become an issue regarding his age from the first request.
    

    
      “Still, it's not exactly old. Well, the important thing isn't age. As long as the skill is certain.”
    

    
      “You do not have to worry on that point. I paid special attention.”
    

    
      The receptionist beamed with a business smile.
    

    
      What did she trust to assert so?
    

    
      Honestly speaking, Lawrence hadn't even shared much conversation with the receptionist.
    

    
      Don't tell me.......
    

    
      Does she know?
    

    
      No. That couldn't be.
    

    
      He shook off the rising suspicion.
    

    
      When practicing in the forest, he paid special attention to his surroundings.
    

    
      At the very least, there should be no one in Redantus who knew Lawrence used magic.
    

    
      ...Probably.
    

    
      “Understood. The guild doesn't lie about things like this. I entrust the safety of this trade trip to you.”
    

    
      Lionel’s expression, which had been suspicious, relaxed before that smile.
    

    
      “You will not regret it.”
    

    
      He shook off the distracting thoughts.
    

    
      Let's focus on the task in front of his eyes now.
    

    
      If there was a carriage, it was good to utilize the advantage of the crossbow.
    

    
      In an emergency, there was magic too; only the moment remained to prove that he hadn't just played around with a spear for a month.
    

    
      Lawrence climbed onto the coachman's seat with Lionel.
    

    

  Chapter 13

    
      Chapter 13 : Peddler Lionel (2)  
    

    
      Lionel was a more troublesome person than expected.
    

    
      Contrary to his bear-like build and masculine impression, his mouth didn't stop moving for even a moment.
    

    
      "...There are always swindlers trying to make a big score off a peddler. It's not just at the level of haggling down the price. They're just openly trying to rip me off. It's all because they don't know what kind of person I am."
    

    
      This time, it was a heroic tale from some village.
    

    
      He grumbled incessantly that it was all a lie that country people were innocent.
    

    
      Complaining about how territorial they were and asking how they could treat a passing peddler like that.
    

    
      "Don't you agree? One Silver for an Under Wolf hide that isn't even top quality! Does that sound like sensible talk to you? 20 Coppers would be paying generously."
    

    
      "Is that so?"
    

    
      "Not 'Is that so', it is so. Go grab any other peddler and ask. Ask where you can find a conscientious merchant like me. I'm telling you, I'm buying almost at a loss."
    

    
      He talked so much that the spitting saliva didn't stop.
    

    
      Saying he only bought it because he was who he was, Lionel shook the hand holding the reins vigorously.
    

    
      Naturally, the horse that had been running calmly was startled.
    

    
      Fixing the situation with a nonchalant expression, he continued speaking.
    

    
      "Where was I?"
    

    
      "You were talking about the Under Wolf hide."
    

    
      "Ah, right. I'm relieved that you seem to be listening well. Then shall we move on to the Orc story this time?"
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      He was already dying of heat because of the robe, and with this happening right next to him, it felt like hell on earth.
    

    
      Suffering day and night for several days, he even thought it would be better to encounter a monster.
    

    
      Practical experience was experience, and as Lionel had said a moment ago, monsters like Under Wolves were money.
    

    
      Lawrence shook his head.
    

    
      It was a thought he shouldn't have.
    

    
      Perhaps because his pockets had become lighter, his mind wasn't at ease.
    

    
      Once he finished the request, his pockets would have some breathing room, so let's try to keep the mind as light as possible.
    

    
      In the end, Lawrence, who had entertained Lionel's chatter all day that day too, dozed off steadily while standing night watch.
    

    
      Usually, he would have practiced magic or something.
    

    
      But he was so mentally exhausted that he couldn't concentrate at all.
    

    
      However, did they say sometimes a misfortune turns into a blessing?
    

    
      The next day, having recovered some stamina thanks to dozing off.
    

    
      Lawrence noticed a disturbing presence approaching the carriage.
    

    
      "Mr. Lionel, into the carriage."
    

    
      "Huh, huh? Got it!"
    

    
      First, secure the client's safety.
    

    
      After sending Lionel into the carriage, he loaded the crossbow.
    

    
      The monsters that appeared targeting the carriage were goblins.
    

    
      The total number is four.
    

    
      Their armament is no different from the goblins he had seen before.
    

    
      It's a suitable number for a practical battle after a long time.
    

    
      If possible, reduce their numbers before they approach.
    

    
      He finishes aiming calmly atop the carriage.
    

    
      At the moment his breath stopped, the quarrel was fired.
    

    
      Kiek!
    

    
      Along with a tearing death cry, one goblin fell silent.
    

    
      There is no time to rejoice.
    

    
      He reloads the stacked quarrels and fires again.
    

    
      The second one.
    

    
      Now there is no leeway in distance.
    

    
      One goblin that ran swiftly leaped onto the carriage.
    

    
      "Fire."
    

    
      A stream of flame soared right before its eyes.
    

    
      Kereuk!?
    

    
      He doesn't miss the moment the goblin flinched.
    

    
      Lawrence's spear pierced its chest.
    

    
      One strike.
    

    
      He felt the cooling warmth at his fingertips.
    

    
      As he pulled out the spear, blue blood spurted out.
    

    
      The other one?
    

    
      It was time enough for it to have arrived long ago.
    

    
      Far away, he saw it near its kin that had been taken down by the quarrel.
    

    
      There was no need to question why it had only come that far.
    

    
      The prominently exposed back signified escape.
    

    
      It seemed to have felt fear upon seeing the other three die in an instant.
    

    
      Lawrence, watching that figure for a moment, lowered his spear.
    

    
      It's a good opportunity.
    

    
      The boy, stretching both hands forward, opened his mouth.
    

    
      "Shadow Spear."
    

    
      A spear rises from within the shadow.
    

    
      As if proving the results of a month's practice, the time taken for the process was barely 5 seconds. Compared to the first casting which took close to 30 seconds, it's tremendous progress.
    

    
      The goblin still hasn't left the road.
    

    
      Before it flees into the forest, he finishes aiming.
    

    
      Along with maintaining the spear, a faint pain rose in his chest.
    

    
      It's okay.
    

    
      It's not enough to break his concentration.
    

    
      Lawrence, watching the goblin until the end, released the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      The Shadow Spear, instantly cutting through the wind, grazed the fleeing goblin's flank.
    

    
      Disappointment surfaced in Lawrence's eyes.
    

    
      It missed.
    

    
      Even though he aimed until the last moment, he couldn't hit it squarely.
    

    
      Should he cast it again?
    

    
      No. The distance is too far.
    

    
      By the time the next Shadow Spear is completed, the guy will have fled into the forest.
    

    
      However, something was strange.
    

    
      The movement of the goblin that gave up its flank to the Shadow Spear stopped.
    

    
      A moment later. Its flank burst open.
    

    
      The contents that should have been inside the body poured out like water.
    

    
      The goblin, collapsing into the pool of blood it created, moved no more.
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      Lawrence checked the goblin hit by the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      A terrible smell rises.
    

    
      If the blood of an Under Wolf was similar to that of a wild beast, goblin blood was closer to a stench like excrement.
    

    
      Something filthy was visible between the blood and organs.
    

    
      That's not what's important.
    

    
      He focused on the wound where the Shadow Spear had grazed.
    

    
      The crude iron plate that was protecting the body was completely shattered.
    

    
      Like the goblin's body, its shape was hard to recognize.
    

    
      He lifted the iron plate, of which only a palm-sized piece remained.
    

    
      The part where the Shadow Spear grazed was sharply ground in layers as if cut by a saw blade.
    

    
      On the other hand, the body side that took the hit directly, not just the iron plate....
    

    
      Lawrence frowned.
    

    
      Even stirring through the blood, he couldn't confirm the wound site.
    

    
      It was more fitting to say it exploded rather than just being grazed by a saw blade.
    

    
      It just grazed, yet this much destructive power.
    

    
      If it had been hit squarely by the Shadow Spear, wouldn't the goblin's body have burst apart at that moment?
    

    
      It's an effect he hadn't seen when practicing against trees.
    

    
      What could be the reason?
    

    
      Was Lawrence unconsciously suppressing the magic's power?
    

    
      Or is this originally the power of Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Did his magic skill suddenly improve through actual combat?
    

    
      Or.... It's a joke, but maybe the stress received from Lionel manifested in a violent direction.
    

    
      Not joking, the stress accumulated knowingly and unknowingly from hearing too many words was considerable.
    

    
      He doesn't know.
    

    
      For now, no answer comes to mind.
    

    
      He considered casting Shadow Spear one more time while he was at it, but seeing Lionel coming out of the carriage, he stopped.
    

    
      "Hiyah. That's amazing. Even if the opponent was a goblin, I didn't know you would take it down so cleanly."
    

    
      "It's only a goblin."
    

    
      He was lucky.
    

    
      It was also the perfect number to regain practical experience.
    

    
      Above all, noticing their ambush beforehand was significant.
    

    
      "Hmm-hmm. Looking closely, you might be a pretty decent mercenary. Since you're still young, your growth potential must be ample too."
    

    
      "I said I'm not young."
    

    
      "Wahaha! Answering like that is proof that you're young. It's better not to get too riled up at an adult's joke. That way, people won't look down on you either. This is sincere advice."
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      He had no words to retort.
    

    
      Because somehow, Lionel's appearance overlapped with someone else.
    

    
       * * *
    

    
      As the journey progressed toward the destination, the frequency of monster attacks also increased.
    

    
      Usually goblins.
    

    
      True to their nature of moving in groups, numbers ranging from at least three to as many as nearly ten attacked the carriage.
    

    
      When the number was small, Lawrence handled them alone, but numbers close to ten were not easy to deal with, even as empty words.
    

    
      The number he could handle with the crossbow before they approached was at most two.
    

    
      He couldn't use Shadow Spear against goblins that had closed in.
    

    
      He had to fight by combining the spear and Fire.
    

    
      However, this problem could be handled surprisingly lightly.
    

    
      "Will you be okay?"
    

    
      "What. Even if I look like this, I'm Lionel of the Wagon. Do you think there were no such accidents while traveling as a peddler dozens, hundreds of times? Each time, I escaped with skills that would put a royal coachman to shame. How about it? Won't you listen once? This is a story from when I went to Ulbazar Swamp. Avoiding the pouring Bugbears..."
    

    
      "Understood. Then I will leave the carriage to you, Mr. Lionel."
    

    
      Now Lionel stopped going inside the carriage.
    

    
      He had come to trust Lawrence's skill seen right before his eyes.
    

    
      Just that allowed them to escape difficult situations.
    

    
      Whatever else, it was Lionel driving the carriage.
    

    
      Once the horse started running, the time it took for goblins to catch up to the carriage doubled, and in that interval, it was possible to intercept them one by one.
    

    
      For now, he didn't use Shadow Spear.
    

    
      It wasn't that he didn't trust Lionel, but simply because he had a premonition that if he found out Lawrence was a wizard, he would become even noisier than now.
    

    
      In the first place, it was hard to use.
    

    
      There was a tremendous difference between magic used in a stationary carriage and a moving one.
    

    
      Maybe if it was magic that was easy and quick to cast like Fire or Shadow.
    

    
      Shadow Spear, which required taking the form of a spear, had his concentration disrupted every time.
    

    
      He should speak correctly.
    

    
      Yes. He couldn't use it even if he wanted to.
    

    
      Fortunately, quarrels were sufficient, and the spear obtained from the smithy boasted flawless power.
    

    
      If the opponent was a goblin, it wasn't dangerous.
    

    
      Also, the Fire used moment by moment was a big help.
    

    
      There is no one who wouldn't be flustered when flames suddenly erupt before their eyes.
    

    
      Monsters were the same.
    

    
      Furthermore, Fire didn't end at being a threat; it showed even greater power when it touched their bodies.
    

    
      Come to think of it, he remembered hearing.
    

    
      That burning to death is the most painful death.
    

    
      Actually, achieving that much power with Fire would require tremendous concentration, but that wasn't the important fact.
    

    
      Fearing fire is instinct.
    

    
      Just leaving a burn could wither the opponent's movement.
    

    
      Thanks to this request, the fire grew noticeably.
    

    
      It was different from when he was just practicing in the forest.
    

    
      Was it due to the sense of crisis that one mistake could mean death?
    

    
      The magic used in actual combat showed his skills stretching out so much that even he could feel it.
    

    
      Since he usually fought at the rear of the carriage, there was no need to mind Lionel either.
    

    
      When he vomited out the stress received until now onto the monsters, only then did the journey start to become a little fun.
    

    
      The 10th day since departing from Redantus Village.
    

    
      He could feel the familiar scenery changing little by little.
    

    
      The forest becoming dense. Depending on the path, old trees covered the sky so that sunlight barely entered.
    

    
      He felt gazes as if someone was watching from inside the forest, and the frequency of bugs appearing also kept increasing.
    

    
      Lionel pressed down on an ant crawling on the coachman's seat with his finger, bursting it.
    

    
      "We should arrive in 5 days."
    

    
      "We're almost there."
    

    
      "Normally we would have arrived earlier. It seems this trade trip is cursed, encountering monsters so often."
    

    
      "Since we're encountering monsters anyway, wouldn't it be better to meet them quickly? It's better to deal with sources of trouble in advance."
    

    
      As the journey grew long, it was regrettable that the robe didn't have a hood.
    

    
      It wasn't just once or twice that he saw bugs falling onto his head.
    

    
      Once they arrived at Horos Village, he thought it would be good to look into whether he could just get a hood tailored.
    

    
      "Are you okay with bugs?"
    

    
      "I'm used to them. I've seen them to the point of sickness since I was young."
    

    
      "You have nerves of steel. I detest bugs. Especially spiders.... Do you know? Around here, things called Forest Spiders appear. Even you will be sick of them once you see one."
    

    
      Lionel shivered as if just the thought gave him goosebumps.
    

    
      "You mean the Forest Spiders?"
    

    
      Lawrence quickly continued the conversation.
    

    
      It wouldn't hurt to listen.
    

    
      Above all, they were the monsters he would face in the future.
    

    
      Although there was information obtained from the Mercenary Guild, there was no information as precious as hearing it from the mouth of an actual experiencer.
    

    
      Even something trivial was fine.
    

    
      If he could hear a story that would be helpful, that was enough.
    

    
      "Think about it. Spiders that are hideous just to look at are bigger than people. Wow. There's really nothing to say. There are no words. Unless you're out of your mind, could you fight such a monster?"
    

    
      Appearance causing physiological revulsion.
    

    
      This was the story he heard from the guild receptionist.
    

    
      "Are they that disgusting?"
    

    
      "Talking about it only hurts my mouth. Whatever you imagine, it's a monster beyond that. I predict that after seeing it for the first time, you won't be able to swallow your food. Why do you think most of the guild staff in Horos Village are men?"
    

    
      "Pardon?"
    

    
      "They're terrible guys that would appear in nightmares even for men to see. So imagine how it would be for women. Since normal work processing isn't possible, only middle-aged men with fierce impressions are gathered there."
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      "Thanks to that, for peddlers like me trying to make a big score, it is a land of opportunity, but honestly, it's not a place I really want to go."
    

    
      Lionel shook his head as if it were terrible.
    

    
      If that was true, it might be a little scary.
    

    
      At the vivid explanation, Lawrence's expression clouded over.
    

    
      Did he think too lightly of this request?
    

    
      Wondering if going to Horos Village was really the right choice.
    

    

  Chapter 14: Chapter 14

    
      Chapter 14 : Horos Village
    

    
      Compared to Redantus, Horos Village was quite small.
    

    
      Instead of a stone wall, what surrounded the village was a wooden palisade.
    

    
      Observation towers overlooking the outside could be seen intermittently along the palisade.
    

    
      To Lawrence's eyes, it felt like the embodiment of the villagers' fear toward monsters.
    

    
      Hilton Village belonged to the safe side as the territories of humans and Under Wolves were separated, but looking at the village before his eyes, one could tell that wasn't the norm.
    

    
      As he got closer to the village, people began to appear.
    

    
      Among them were peddlers who brought wagons like Lionel, and mercenaries moving with heavy steps.
    

    
      Seeing them all carrying thick sacks gave a strong impression that they had earned a decent sum.
    

    
      "Since we've come this far, I can catch my breath. You really worked hard."
    

    
      "You worked hard too, Mr. Lionel. Somehow it was far from a comfortable journey."
    

    
      "Peddling trips are always like that. Even on paths you travel every time, unpredictable things happen. Isn't that why it's fun?"
    

    
      Lionel raised the corners of his mouth.
    

    
      "Now, since we've arrived at the village, let's have a meal together. My mouth feels terribly stale, probably because we only ate soup and jerky."
    

    
      "Are you treating, Mr. Lionel?"
    

    
      "You're saying the obvious. But nothing too expensive."
    

    
      Hearty laughter erupted.
    

    
      Looking back as time passed like this, he thought the journey with Lionel wasn't bad.
    

    
      Of course, he wished that mouth, which didn't know how to rest, would stop a little.
    

    
      At the village entrance, four gatekeepers were checking visitors.
    

    
      Shouting and swearing.
    

    
      Gruff voices rang out incessantly.
    

    
      Like the checkpoint at Redantus Village, the commotion never ceased.
    

    
      "Can't you enter quickly? I'm already dying of exhaustion, what are you dawdling for?"
    

    
      "Fuck. Do you think I'm doing this because I don't want to enter?"
    

    
      "Fuck? Is this guy crazy right now? Where do you think you're cursing?!"
    

    
      "The crazy one must be you. Where does a bastard who doesn't know his place dare......."
    

    
      The chaos of a marketplace couldn't even compare.
    

    
      Harsh words were exchanged among the mercenaries pushing and shoving.
    

    
      Fortunately, it didn't escalate to bloodshed because of the gatekeepers, but even they, who should have mediated beforehand, didn't act actively.
    

    
      It was fortunate that the wagon line was separate.
    

    
      If they had been in the line entering with the mercenaries, unnecessary quarrels would have occurred several more times here and there.
    

    
      "Wait, who is this? Is that you, Lionel?"
    

    
      "Long time no see. I don't know if you've been well meanwhile."
    

    
      Was he acquainted with the gatekeeper?
    

    
      Lionel shared a hug with the gatekeeper who recognized him.
    

    
      "We're always the same. Did you bring some good goods this time too?"
    

    
      "No. This time I came to buy. Isn't the Forest Spider situation always extreme here? The price of paralysis needles has been quite lucrative lately."
    

    
      "Great timing. Go to the Mercenary Guild. There are so many paralysis needles you could leave tomorrow right away."
    

    
      "They say the day you go is market day. I'm good at picking these times."
    

    
      Lionel poked the gatekeeper's side.
    

    
      In that hand, several dull-colored Coppers were held.
    

    
      "You always suffer. Have a drink with your colleagues after work."
    

    
      "Ahem! This is why I like you. Did you check all the wagons here?"
    

    
      "Does this bastard have no eyes? Can't you see I'm checking?"
    

    
      "If there's nothing strange, just send him through. He's a friend who comes every time."
    

    
      "What? Then it's comfortable for me."
    

    
      The gatekeepers who were casually inspecting stepped away from the wagon.
    

    
      "Who's this friend?"
    

    
      "A mercenary I hired. He looks young, but his skill is truly amazing. If not for this friend, I would have died five more times."
    

    
      Lawrence bowed his head slightly.
    

    
      "By the way, why are there so many mercenaries? It can't be compared to usual."
    

    
      "Don't even mention it. The Spider Forest is chaotic. Honestly, subjugating all of them makes no sense. But killing them all is also a problem. Strictly speaking, isn't the reason our village manages to make a living all because of those things? The Lord seems to want to use the wood. It's a bittersweet situation."
    

    
      Tsk tsk, the gatekeeper clicked his tongue and raised his hand.
    

    
      "One wagon passing!"
    

    
      "Wagon passing!"
    

    
      "Pass!"
    

    
      The inspection was merely a formality.
    

    
      At the gatekeeper's signal, the pass sign was given.
    

    
      "Hey. Wasn't that too careless?"
    

    
      Rather, Lionel was flustered.
    

    
      His face showed he didn't expect to pass this quickly.
    

    
      Even Lawrence hadn't had his belongings inspected yet.
    

    
      "If it's you, it's certain. Or did you bring something dangerous?"
    

    
      "It's not that, but isn't there a procedure? This isn't just convenience, it's......."
    

    
      "Dereliction of duty? Then I guess I should shake you down thoroughly. Got it. Consider yourself unable to enter the village today."
    

    
      "Hey, this man! Can't you take a joke?"
    

    
      Mischievous jokes only once.
    

    
      Lionel lowered his voice as much as possible.
    

    
      "Is it really okay to pass?"
    

    
      "It doesn't matter. If you're really grateful, buy me a meal next time."
    

    
      Dragging time when he said this much was also rude.
    

    
      There were many wagons waiting for their turn behind.
    

    
      Lionel, patting the gatekeeper's shoulder, said thanks and conveyed his gratitude.
    

    
      Lawrence, who passed through the gate in a bewilderment, opened his mouth.
    

    
      "You must have come much more often than I thought."
    

    
      "Didn't I say? It's a good village to make a big score."
    

    
      Entrusting the wagon to the temporary storage, the two came out to the street.
    

    
      Roadsides with trash rolling around.
    

    
      Buildings with wide gaps spaced apart.
    

    
      The middle of the street was full of street vendors who had spread out their mats.
    

    
      Looking around the street, he could quickly understand why the gatekeepers at the checkpoint were so passive about the commotion.
    

    
      "Fuck this! Does this make sense? This is a scam!"
    

    
      "Scam? Stop spouting bullshit and if you have no money, get lost, you beggar."
    

    
      "That bastard is starting again. Didn't I tell you to do it moderately?"
    

    
      "Bullshit. There's still one time left. Didn't I tell you last time? The bastard who wins at the end is the final winner."
    

    
      "Ah, right. And that won't be you."
    

    
      Gambling tables were openly run in the back alleys.
    

    
      Mercenaries who picked fights were busy fighting all over the streets.
    

    
      The guards responsible for public order only stepped in when the situation was serious; they consistently ignored small quarrels happening around them.
    

    
      "Good village...... It was like that when seen from outside, but just because we're inside doesn't make it look like a particularly good village to live in."
    

    
      "Still, once you adapt, it's all a place where people live. Where is a place that doesn't smell of people just because it's hard to live in?"
    

    
      Rather, places like this have tight-knit residents, said Lionel as he guided Lawrence to a restaurant.
    

    
      It was a restaurant with an impressive tattered signboard.
    

    
      A place where the boisterous shouting was louder than the sounds of eating.
    

    
      If the outside was a marketplace, this was absolute chaos.
    

    
      The bustling noise was so loud that all the customers using the restaurant looked like Lionel.
    

    
      Through the narrow gaps, waitresses who were practically half-naked busily moved around.
    

    
      Every time they passed tables, mercenaries reached out for their breasts and buttocks, but they were carrying menus avoiding those hands as if leisurely dancing.
    

    
      He frowned slightly.
    

    
      It was because of the memories of staying at the monastery.
    

    
      The faces of the waitresses, who still had traces of youth, reminded him of the older sisters he worked with.
    

    
      If he imagined Sister Joan or Sister Edith taking such a job after returning to their village, it left a bitter taste.
    

    
      Anyway, the restaurant's popularity was immense, making it hard to find an empty seat.
    

    
      There was no waitress to guide them to a seat, so it was chaos itself.
    

    
      The two managed to find and sit at a seat after passing through drunken customers several times.
    

    
      "I didn't know there would be this many people. Sorry."
    

    
      "Not at all. Having many customers means the food is delicious too."
    

    
      "As expected, you know a thing or two. Order here, Miss!"
    

    
      "Yes. Just a moment!"
    

    
      After the answer of acknowledgement was heard, a moment later.
    

    
      A waitress revealing her upper chest approached the table.
    

    
      "Hello. What shall I get for your order?"
    

    
      "Are you still serving the butter-grilled lamb?"
    

    
      "Of course, customer. It is the restaurant's signature dish."
    

    
      "That's fortunate. Then two butter-grilled lamb and warm cream soups. One roasted turkey and bring two glasses of cool ale."
    

    
      "Ah, milk is fine for me instead of ale."
    

    
      He preferred familiar milk over alcohol he had never touched.
    

    
      Drinking milk reminded him of the monastery, warming a corner of his heart.
    

    
      "Milk? You came all the way to a place like this and you're going to drink milk?"
    

    
      "Yes. I like milk."
    

    
      "My my. It's my first time seeing a mercenary who likes milk. Got it. Bring one glass of ale and one glass of milk. Of course, cool ones."
    

    
      "You are a fun person. Understood. If you feel lonely spending the night alone, look for Sylvia."
    

    
      Leaving a smiling glance, the waitress left the table behind.
    

    
      "As expected, women seem to like young men too. At this rate...... where can a middle-aged man like me even put out his name?"
    

    
      Lionel couldn't take his eyes off the waitress's retreating buttocks.
    

    
      Lawrence didn't know exactly what her parting words meant.
    

    
      However, he roughly knew what intimate night play between a man and a woman was.
    

    
      As if hiding his reddened face, Lawrence opened his mouth.
    

    
      "I have no interest. If you are interested, you should look into it, Mr. Lionel."
    

    
      "You're saying something dangerous. The one Sylvia just pointed out was you, not me. It's obvious I'd be misunderstood as a tactless old man and chased out. I don't want to get hurt by something like this."
    

    
      "...Hurt?"
    

    
      "Hey man. There is no dagger scarier than cold words thrown by a woman you fancy. You don't know because you're still young."
    

    
      The woman he fancied.
    

    
      It hadn't been a minute since he learned the waitress's name.
    

    
      "I don't really want to know either."
    

    
      "It's a world busy enough taking care of my own body. I had absolutely no thought of suffering due to women's problems."
    

    
      "By the looks of it, you don't know women yet. Just in time, it's a good opportunity. If you're going to do it anyway, it's better to do it with a woman who likes you. Didn't I say? Women are precious in Horos Village. How about it? Sylvia seems like she would treat you well."
    

    
      "No thanks. In the first place, I have no money either."
    

    
      Lawrence, seeing the sly Lionel, shook his head.
    

    
      From tomorrow, there is a mountain of work to do.
    

    
      He had to go to the Mercenary Guild to find out the characteristics of the Forest Spider, and he needed to attach a hood to his robe.
    

    
      If possible, he wanted to confirm what the actual Forest Spider looked like and how other mercenaries fought them.
    

    
      It was absolutely not an overreaction.
    

    
      Rather, he had to avoid going into actual combat unprepared.
    

    
      For that sake, no amount of time and cost would be a waste.
    

    
      Because no matter how good money is, it's over if you die.
    

    
      Since he was risking his life, he had to raise the probability of survival even a little.
    

    
      "Ale and milk are here."
    

    
      "Thanks."
    

    
      He deliberately didn't make eye contact with the waitress who came to the seat.
    

    
      Sensing Lawrence's discomfort, Lionel didn't bring up the woman's story anymore either.
    

    
      "Then, a toast to the safe trade trip!"
    

    
      They clinked glasses.
    

    
      As the cool milk flowed down his throat, his mind snapped awake.
    

    
      "Kuh! I live for this taste!"
    

    
      "Kuuu!"
    

    
      Exclamations poured out of their mouths automatically.
    

    
      Suddenly, their gazes met.
    

    
      Without anyone starting first, laughter burst out.
    

    
      "Now you seem a bit like a mercenary."
    

    
      "Was there a time when I wasn't? Just the goblins I killed on this request would exceed dozens."
    

    
      "Look at this friend. Didn't you say 'it's only a goblin' at some point?"
    

    
      "Looking back, I was wrong. If I had left a few goblins, I could have seen your skills too, Mr. Lionel."
    

    
      "This person is saying something dangerous!"
    

    
      The cream soup and butter-grilled lamb that followed came out.
    

    
      It melted in the mouth. Like Lionel said, the butter-grilled lamb had a superb savory taste unlike pork.
    

    
      When they had eaten half of the butter-grilled lamb, the roasted turkey also came out.
    

    
      For now, he liked the generous portion that filled almost half the table.
    

    
      For the two who had only eaten jerky and soup with few solids, it was undoubtedly a feast after a long time.
    

    
      In the end, only after cleanly finishing the meal that looked like it would serve four people did Lawrence and Lionel rise from their seats.
    

    
      "Then let's meet again next time. I will report to the guild. If you are okay with it, you were excellent enough that I want to entrust an escort to you anytime."
    

    
      "You stay well too, Mr. Lionel. If you just reduce that talking a bit, I will also welcome it anytime."
    

    
      "Next time I should travel with a talkative mercenary like me!"
    

    
      Lawrence's first request ended like that.
    

    
      Lawrence, having parted with Lionel, checked the reward.
    

    
      Three glittering Silver coins.
    

    
      He was happy enough to bring tears to his eyes.
    

    
      It was money earned not by menial chores but by acting as a proper mercenary.
    

    
      It seemed like yesterday that he was busy bowing his waist for a few dropped Coppers, but this was all the result of learning magic through dreams.
    

    
      If he had only held a crossbow and a spear, he wouldn't have been able to do this much.
    

    
      Always, in a corner of his heart, the last bastion called magic was supporting Lawrence.
    

    
      No matter how much he expressed gratitude to the Red Eyes who taught him Shadow Spear, it wasn't enough.
    

    
      If not for the Red Eyes, he wouldn't have even dreamed of such a safe trade trip.
    

    
      Did something hear the boy's heart?
    

    
      The dream he encountered after nearly two months had passed guided Lawrence to a scenery he was seeing for the first time.
    

    

  Chapter 14: Chapter 15

    
      Chapter 15 : Embers
    

    
      The world inside the dream, the scenery of the Astral World visited after nearly two months, was surprising in many ways.
    

    
      The Shadow Forest where he faced the Red Eyes.
    

    
      The grassland where he ran and played with the usual fairy friends.
    

    
      Those two places were the Astral World Lawrence remembered until now.
    

    
      But this place was....
    

    
      What should he call it? It was a mountain that was beyond hot, feeling desolate.
    

    
      A burning mountain.
    

    
      Pure white smoke rose consistently from the cracked ground.
    

    
      Heat that made sweat trickle down even while standing still.
    

    
      The vegetation that should have provided shade was all dried and twisted.
    

    
      The fire demon had raised the heat.
    

    
      Lawrence looked for a cool place while avoiding the bouncing sparks.
    

    
      However, there was no such place in this terrible location.
    

    
      Having washed his whole body with vain sweat, he exhaled an exhausted sigh.
    

    
      It's hot.
    

    
      It's so hot he doesn't even have the energy to speak.
    

    
      His mouth feels parched, and it feels like even his saliva has dried up.
    

    
      He wants to roughly sit down, but the ground, emanating red heat, didn't even allow rest.
    

    
      Even the places to lean on were all incredibly hot.
    

    
      Squatting down, Lawrence buried his face between his knees.
    

    
      He had sweated so much that his head felt dazed.
    

    
      He worried if he might lose consciousness in the Astral World at this rate.
    

    
      Fortunately, there seemed to be no major problem with his body.
    

    
      His vision, which had turned red upon seeing the Red Eyes' magic.
    

    
      His head, where he felt a strange coolness, was also normal.
    

    
      Right now, it's just so hot that he feels like he could collapse at any moment.
    

    
      Suddenly, a rustling sound is heard from the surroundings.
    

    
      Blankly raising his head, he saw a lizard with a burning tail.
    

    
      And it wasn't just one.
    

    
      Fire lizards, appearing one after another biting each other's tails, were climbing the burning mountain.
    

    
      As if that was any big deal.
    

    
      Lawrence's gaze was stolen by the procession of fire lizards.
    

    
      Whether they didn't feel the heat, occasionally spewing flames, they hastened their short legs.
    

    
      Just climbing and climbing up.
    

    
      He doesn't know what is at the summit of the burning mountain, but the legs of the fire lizards never stopped.
    

    
      Is it right for me to go up too?
    

    
      There must be a reason the dream brought him to a place like this.
    

    
      Yes. Let's find strength.
    

    
      Even those small friends haven't given up.
    

    
      It would be ridiculous for Lawrence to stop here.
    

    
      Still, having rested a bit, his energy returned.
    

    
      He chases after the fire lizards scuttling up the mountain.
    

    
      There is no need to rush otherwise.
    

    
      He moves his feet with the feeling of climbing the mountain together with these children.
    

    
      Flames leave a dancing trail.
    

    
      As if telling him not to lose his way, he unconsciously follows the embers continuing along the ridge.
    

    
      At some moment, fatigue was no longer felt.
    

    
      Chasing and chasing again.
    

    
      Even as the day grew dark, he walked following the flames that do not weaken.
    

    
      The fire lizards, who seemed wary at first, have now completely become friends while climbing together.
    

    
      One is even sitting right on Lawrence's shoulder.
    

    
      As if happy about the fact that it doesn't have to climb on its own, it made a purring sound.
    

    
      That sounded just like a cat, so laughter came out.
    

    
      How long had he moved his steps like that?
    

    
      Finally, the procession of fire lizards stopped.
    

    
      The summit of the burning mountain.
    

    
      There was a sphere like a blazing sun there.
    

    
      He cannot look at it directly from the front.
    

    
      Light and heat that seem like they would blind him.
    

    
      The fire lizards advanced toward the sun without hesitation, but Lawrence couldn't approach any further and had to stop his steps.
    

    
      He understood why the mountain was burning.
    

    
      Of course it has to be hot.
    

    
      It looks as if the sun in the sky has come down to the mountain.
    

    
      There was no way a normal ecosystem could be maintained.
    

    
      The fire lizard riding on Lawrence's shoulder also descended to the ground.
    

    
      Looking back at its unexpected companion for the last time, it soon advanced toward the sun with its other friends.
    

    
      In front of the heat melting everything.
    

    
      Even the fire lizards, who were no different from fire, began to melt away.
    

    
      There was no time to stop them or say anything.
    

    
      As if that was the purpose of this climb, the fire lizards, without a single exception, transformed into flames in front of the sun.
    

    
      Before long, the heat of the sun that devoured the fire lizards weakened.
    

    
      It even feels like the sun, which was hard to approach or look at, has become smaller.
    

    
      A feeling like the burning mountain has turned into just a hot mountain.
    

    
      The only thing unchanged was....
    

    
      Lawrence, who had suddenly joined this journey.
    

    
      ...He thinks he heard a story like that.
    

    
      The story of a foolish man who incurred the wrath of a god by approaching too close to the sun.
    

    
      No. These children and the man in the story are different.
    

    
      At least these children sacrificed themselves to block the sun.
    

    
      It is definitely a meaningful sacrifice.
    

    
      Yet, a drop of tear flowed down his cheek.
    

    
      Although it was just a short time, he was sad that the fire lizards he climbed the mountain with were gone.
    

    
      Even that tear is useless in front of the sun's heat.
    

    
      Even though it weakened, the sun is the sun. Before the teardrop could even fall to the ground, it turned into smoke and evaporated.
    

    
      Why was it?
    

    
      That sounded as if telling him not to be sad.
    

    
      A small change occurred around the sun.
    

    
      From within the ashes that had already extinguished, embers were blooming.
    

    
      It is the spot where the fire lizards burned.
    

    
      The embers appearing one by one soon blazed into brilliant flames.
    

    
      Blazing eggs.
    

    
      Thinking the eggs were pulsating within the fire, soon baby fire lizards poked their heads out from within.
    

    
      Opening their eyes, they began to descend the mountain, leaving the sun.
    

    
      It is different from when they climbed the mountain.
    

    
      Instead of the appearance close to a procession, it was an amusing sight of scattering in all directions.
    

    
      As the tails with dancing flames disappeared, only Lawrence, who didn't know the reason, remained standing vacantly on the spot.
    

    
      A purring sound was heard.
    

    
      Turning his gaze to where the cry was heard, a small fire lizard was on Lawrence's shoulder, having climbed up unnoticed.
    

    
      Although the appearance was different, he could recognize it.
    

    
      It is the very child who climbed the mountain together with him.
    

    
      A handful of warmth whispered, prying into the cracks of his heart.
    

    
      He reaches out a trembling hand.
    

    
      As if glad to meet again, the fire lizard licked his finger.
    

    
      It was right after that when he woke from the dream.
    

    
      The lodging has a somewhat musty smell.
    

    
      The inn room barely secured in Horos Village was welcoming Lawrence back from his experience in the Astral World.
    

    
      His chest still feels heavy.
    

    
      The warmth left by the fire lizard seems to remain at his fingertips.
    

    
      Moving his hand to his eyes, he felt damp eyelids.
    

    
      Closing his eyes, he can still see the unextinguished embers.
    

    
      He doesn't know how to express it.
    

    
      However, Lawrence understood what he saw in the Astral World.
    

    
      Meeting and parting.
    

    
      Birth and death.
    

    
      There is no reason to be sad about the great cycle.
    

    
      Because that didn't mean an end, but another beginning.
    

    
      "Fire Tail."
    

    
      Dark red flames bloomed from his fingertips.
    

    
      The flame remains like a long, long trail.
    

    
      As he moved his hand, the flame responded to his will like a whip.
    

    
      It resembles the tails of the fire lizards climbing the burning mountain.
    

    
      The flames brightening the room die down.
    

    
      As the light left by the whip of fire disappeared, Lawrence moved his hand to his chest.
    

    
      Gratitude came before the joy of learning a new magic.
    

    
      Because this magic must surely be a gift given by the fire lizard who traveled together with him.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The inn where the darkness of night had retreated was much more worn out than he thought.
    

    
      A table missing one leg.
    

    
      A lamp smelling musty.
    

    
      The bed was hard, not fluffy.
    

    
      The floor of the room with rotten wood here and there sank deeply underfoot.
    

    
      Not a single thing looks proper.
    

    
      The funny thing is the fact that he barely secured even a room like this because there were no vacancies.
    

    
      Breakfast is replaced with a glass of milk.
    

    
      He no longer minds the innkeeper's meaningful smile.
    

    
      It was the same in Redantus, but people didn't seem to like seeing someone drink a beverage other than alcohol very much.
    

    
      Is the biggest reason money after all?
    

    
      Honestly, he doesn't know well.
    

    
      Having never drunk alcohol, he doesn't know if it's that delicious.
    

    
      Judging by the smell for now, it wasn't a scent that particularly attracted him.
    

    
      Surely they don't drink it because it's tasty.
    

    
      Just last night, Lionel drank alcohol while saying things like the bitterness of life and such.
    

    
      If an opportunity comes next time, he might try drinking it.
    

    
      He didn't consider it something worth seeking out to drink.
    

    
      Just looking at now, it's the same.
    

    
      It seems a drinking party was held overnight; the streets were full of homeless drunks.
    

    
      Sounds of retching were heard, and there are many drunks still spouting nonsense.
    

    
      Small quarrels often occurred due to picked fights.
    

    
      Since both sides were severely drunk, it didn't lead to major accidents.
    

    
      Right. It's not the alcohol that's bad.
    

    
      It's the people causing trouble after drinking it who are the problem.
    

    
      Lawrence first visited a clothing store and entrusted his robe.
    

    
      Having no hood during the trip had really weighed on his mind.
    

    
      "If possible, same color please."
    

    
      "Not particularly difficult. But there's an additional cost."
    

    
      "Will it be possible by this time tomorrow?"
    

    
      "Hmm.... Then you'll have to give about 10 Coppers."
    

    
      "Understood. Instead, please pay special attention to it."
    

    
      Readily finishing the payment, this time he headed to the Mercenary Guild.
    

    
      It wasn't difficult to find the Horos Branch Mercenary Guild.
    

    
      Because among the worn-out buildings, only that place was full of crowds.
    

    
      "I told you to drink moderately. Seeing the state of this bastard, hunting is ruined today."
    

    
      "Hey. Does something happen just because we leave one cripple behind? Mercenaries are everywhere anyway."
    

    
      "The teamwork has to match, you moron. I don't want to get hit by a blind needle."
    

    
      "Hey, you bastards. Shut the fuck up. Would it kill you to yap somewhere further away? My head is ringing enough as it is. Urp."
    

    
      "Crazy bastard! You splashed me! Why the fuck are you puking here!?"
    

    
      Here too, victims drunk on alcohol overflow.
    

    
      Along with shouting, insults are exchanged, and severely, fists even fly.
    

    
      Yet, no one takes the situation seriously.
    

    
      Like fanning a burning house, they take sides cheering, or severely, gambling tables with Coppers open on the spot.
    

    
      Noisy laughter is exchanged.
    

    
      It's not a Mercenary Guild but a den of hoodlums.
    

    
      Lawrence barely squeezed through them.
    

    
      Inside the guild, the situation was no different.
    

    
      The few tables and chairs are fully occupied.
    

    
      Like the restaurant last night, people are holding alcohol and food everywhere.
    

    
      Smell of alcohol and cooking.
    

    
      Smell of sweat and oil.
    

    
      Mixed with unidentifiable stench, one cannot come to their senses.
    

    
      Covering his nose with his hand, Lawrence looked for the reception desk.
    

    
      There are only two reception desks in total.
    

    
      Lines waiting for turns aren't visible, but the number of mercenaries surrounding the desks is not small.
    

    
      Thinking he would enter when people cleared out a bit since there were too many, he scans the bulletin board once.
    

    
      Few request forms are visible.
    

    
      There are even mercenaries snatching requests as soon as the receptionist attaches them to the board.
    

    
      It's different from the Redantus branch where bad stock was piled up.
    

    
      He observes for a while.
    

    
      The most popular request is definitely subjugation.
    

    
      Requests to subjugate Forest Spiders from the Spider Forest went out incessantly.
    

    
      On the other hand, requests that don't go out are the village's menial chores.
    

    
      What's peculiar is that quite a few requests asking to retrieve unpaid money or solve issues that occurred between mercenaries were seen.
    

    
      On one hand, it was understandable.
    

    
      It hasn't even been a day since arriving at Horos Village, but he saw too many things.
    

    
      The commotion that started from the checkpoint continues to the streets.
    

    
      If things like this happen every day not ending with yesterday and today, someone had to handle the incidents.
    

    
      Furthermore, if the source of the problem is mercenaries, it looked better to clean it up with the hands of mercenaries, not others.
    

    
      Having roughly looked around the bulletin board, Lawrence examined the reception desk.
    

    
      Some time must have passed, but it's still swarming with mercenaries.
    

    
      The table is barely visible, hidden by armor and weapons.
    

    
      Leaning against a suitable pillar, he waited for his turn.
    

    
      ...Before even a few minutes passed, he could know why the turn wasn't coming.
    

    
      It's not that the mercenaries gathered at the reception desk aren't leaving.
    

    
      It's because as soon as a seat becomes empty, another mercenary takes that place.
    

    
      Looking now, it's not that there is no line, but cutting in line is just daily life.
    

    
      Huffing at each other is brief.
    

    
      Failed mercenaries went to the back on their own to aim for the next turn.
    

    
      The other reception desk is the same.
    

    
      A mercenary pushed by a large-built mercenary fell away.
    

    
      "Sorry about that."
    

    
      "Fuck."
    

    
      Should I squeeze in there...?
    

    
      Considering his small build, he won't even be able to put his name out.
    

    
      Still, once seated, no one interrupted the business.
    

    
      Lawrence paid attention to that point.
    

    
      For now, he just needs to sit down in any way.
    

    
      Judgment is quick.
    

    
      Looking around nearby tables appropriately, he grabbed an empty plate.
    

    
      Experience working at the inn revived after a long time.
    

    
      Skillfully holding the plate with one hand, he headed to the reception desk.
    

    
      He squeezes through the mercenaries waiting in front of the invisible line.
    

    
      "Passing through for a moment."
    

    
      "What is it, fuck?"
    

    
      "Don't push! There's no seat here either!"
    

    
      "No. Wait a minute. Looks like he ordered something?"
    

    
      The cursing didn't last long.
    

    
      At the appearance of the boy holding a plate, the mercenaries gave way.
    

    
      Lawrence arrived at the reception desk blandly easily.
    

    
      The large-built mercenary was reporting a completed request.
    

    
      Listening to the story, it seems like simply listening to the mercenary's story and recording it.
    

    
      It's not business that takes that much time.
    

    
      A moment later when the mercenary stood up, Lawrence took the seat and sat down.
    

    
      "Yes. Yes. You came right away. One moment.... Hmm?"
    

    
      The receptionist, resembling a mouse, was flustered seeing the empty plate.
    

    
      "Don't tell me, the bill? Did some bastard eat and run again?"
    

    
      "No. I am a mercenary."
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      When Lawrence showed the Wood Plaque, he narrowed his eyes.
    

    
      A look full of some dissatisfaction.
    

    
      However, perhaps finding it tiresome to argue, he soon sighed.
    

    
      "You used a funny method again. Still, don't do this next time. Mercenaries remember a trick used once amazingly well. So, what business do you have at the Horos Branch Mercenary Guild?"
    

    
      A pro is a pro.
    

    
      At the receptionist's attitude turning into a business face at once, Lawrence nodded.
    

    
      "I want to obtain information related to Forest Spiders."
    

    

  Chapter 16: Chapter 16

    
      Chapter 16 : Spider Hunting (1)
    

    
      "Forest Spider? I thought it was something else. It would be faster to just go to the Spider Forest and see for yourself."
    

    
      Contrary to his complaining words, his hands moved busily.
    

    
      After checking the wooden tablets piled on the reception desk and reaching into the cabinet, not finding the desired item, the receptionist called out to someone else.
    

    
      "Leslie! Who took the Complete Collection of Spiders that was here?"
    

    
      "What? Say it louder!"
    

    
      "Complete Collection of Spiders! That book recording those damn bastards in the forest."
    

    
      "Didn't you say that was all burnt up last time? I think a Copper Plaque mercenary borrowed it and that happened."
    

    
      "Ah.... Right, that happened. What to do, I'm sorry about this. I remember putting in a request to the higher-ups. But we don't know when the spare books will come in."
    

    
      The receptionist scratched his head.
    

    
      An apologetic look appeared on his shrewd face that reminded one of a mouse.
    

    
      "If you have questions, it's better to just ask. I'll answer everything I know."
    

    
      "...Then first, may I ask where the subjugation takes place?"
    

    
      "That's easy. Just climb up any suitable watchtower. Then you'll see mercenaries heading toward the forest. You can consider it to be roughly at the end of that. If you're not sure, just follow them. That's probably the easiest way to find the path."
    

    
      The number of mercenaries gathered in Horos Village was enormous.
    

    
      Though he didn't know for sure, it seemed unlikely he would lose his way.
    

    
      "I would like to ask about weapons effective against them."
    

    
      "Weapons? That would be fire. Just holding a torch keeps them from attacking recklessly."
    

    
      "You cannot kill them with a torch, can you?"
    

    
      "That's true. That's why mercenaries gather like this."
    

    
      As if finding his own words amusing, the receptionist laughed.
    

    
      "Spears or swords won't work. You'd be safe only after cutting off all the legs first. Their teeth aren't just for show either. The joints connecting to the body are weak, so it doesn't matter when dismantling, but aiming for that while fighting would be nearly impossible. If you're going to use something, use a blunt weapon. It's easier to think of crushing the spider rather than killing it."
    

    
      "Crushing?"
    

    
      "For a spider, the carapace is quite hard."
    

    
      "How about a crossbow? Since it has destructive power, if I aim for the head...."
    

    
      "That won't work at all. Even bringing the latest crossbow won't do. I guarantee, if you could catch Forest Spiders with a crossbow, there would be no need for mercenaries to gather like this."
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      It isn't good news.
    

    
      Currently, the weapons Lawrence possesses are a spear and a crossbow.
    

    
      In other words, he cannot defeat a Forest Spider with those two weapons.
    

    
      "Don't try to fight alone. Anyway, all the mercenaries gathered here fight in groups. If you want, it's good to just watch how they fight for this opportunity. Since the probability of survival will increase."
    

    
      "I see. Thank you for informing me. I also thought it would be better to see for myself."
    

    
      "You thought well. Usually, it's full of idiots who don't understand even if I tell them like this."
    

    
      Thanks to that, only we suffer, the receptionist grumbled.
    

    
      Aside from that, about the Forest Spider's byproducts and such.
    

    
      After asking a few more things he was curious about, Lawrence finished the conversation.
    

    
      "By the way, may I ask one favor before I leave?"
    

    
      "Just say it."
    

    
      It's a trivial act.
    

    
      To avoid gazes of potential suspicion.
    

    
      The receptionist nodded as if he understood.
    

    
      Lawrence, packing the plate, rose from his seat.
    

    
      "Don't worry too much, kid! I'll post the request for the bastard who ran off with the money!"
    

    
      Laughter erupted from the crowd.
    

    
      ...Just in case, he didn't ask to be called 'kid'.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Was it because he spent some time at the Mercenary Guild?
    

    
      The atmosphere of the street where the sun had risen had completely changed.
    

    
      Mercenaries who finished preparing for subjugation were leaving the village holding resin-coated torches and weapons.
    

    
      Like the receptionist said, there was no need to climb the watchtower.
    

    
      The deserted street allowed him to guess the number of mercenaries that had left.
    

    
      He thought about stopping by the inn.
    

    
      But judging by the situation, he might be late if he did.
    

    
      Lawrence followed the mercenaries out of the village.
    

    
      He heads in the opposite direction from the path he came with Lionel.
    

    
      Perhaps this place was originally a forest too; traces of burnt trees and logging tools were visible around.
    

    
      He advances as if crossing paths with workers moving wood.
    

    
      Walking and walking again. Did he move his steps for about 20 minutes?
    

    
      Before long, a large clearing appeared at the end of the logging site.
    

    
      At first, he thought it was something close to a market.
    

    
      Because it wasn't just mercenaries gathered; street vendors who had taken spots filled the place tightly.
    

    
      Not only selling various items helpful for hunting.
    

    
      There were also merchants cooking food on the spot for a light snack.
    

    
      Perhaps the reason no commotion arose was that there were no vendors dealing in alcohol.
    

    
      The best-selling item is, of course, the resin-coated torch.
    

    
      Mercenaries were busy buying torches without exception.
    

    
      On the signboard, 5 Coppers per torch was written.
    

    
      "Expensive. The ones sold in the village were 3 Coppers, right?"
    

    
      "Since we didn't bring any, what can we do."
    

    
      "It's cheap for the price of a life."
    

    
      Lawrence, looking at the torches for a moment, turned his steps.
    

    
      There is no need to buy right now.
    

    
      He decided to go into actual combat tomorrow.
    

    
      Because today he came to see the Forest Spider.
    

    
      Coming out of the clearing, the surrounding scenery changed a little.
    

    
      Until now, a clean logging site unfolded, but from here, roughly burnt trees continued sparsely.
    

    
      Workers are not visible either.
    

    
      Only mercenaries holding torches are walking along the dim path.
    

    
      A foul smell came from somewhere.
    

    
      On one hand, a stench he remembers smelling.
    

    
      Wondering where the smell was coming from, a mercenary following behind is walking while carrying a sack dripping green blood.
    

    
      This stench. It must be a goblin.
    

    
      He doesn't know the reason, but the mercenary was carrying a goblin corpse.
    

    
      Why? He couldn't voice the question.
    

    
      Because the path made by burning trees ended and the scenery changed completely.
    

    
      An endless Spider Forest.
    

    
      A dense forest appeared where even sunlight didn't enter, just like the Shadow Forest in the Astral World.
    

    
      The sight of nameless giant trees standing upright toward the sky looked like a challenge toward the heavens.
    

    
      The atmosphere of the mercenaries who had been throwing trivial jokes until now also changed.
    

    
      Facing the forest, they took spots in the long space stretched left and right.
    

    
      With tense looks, they checked their weapons and torches.
    

    
      He couldn't count the number of how many had gathered.
    

    
      Looking closely, they were talking in groups of three or four.
    

    
      He could notice that this was the 'party' the guild mentioned.
    

    
      A mercenary carrying a sack stepped forward in front of the clearing.
    

    
      Whether they had dumped corpses in that spot multiple times, terrible traces were rolling around.
    

    
      Corpses of countless monsters.
    

    
      Corpses of goblins and Under Wolves are the most numerous.
    

    
      Other corpses whose names he couldn't know were also seen sparsely.
    

    
      The goblin corpse contained in the sack also poured onto it.
    

    
      "Starting the third spider hunt of the morning!"
    

    
      Mercenaries standing before the forest shouted.
    

    
      "It's the third spider hunt of the morning!"
    

    
      "Time to go catch spiders!"
    

    
      Sounds of response rise from the surroundings.
    

    
      Mercenaries who were checking equipment rose from their seats.
    

    
      Picking up weapons, a fierce spirit is contagious.
    

    
      Torches driving away the darkness bloomed here and there.
    

    
      It starts soon.
    

    
      Lawrence, tense along with them, swallowed dry saliva.
    

    
      Unidentified fluid poured onto the goblin corpses.
    

    
      The stench deepens.
    

    
      The mercenary who moved away from the goblin corpses watched the forest holding torches in both hands.
    

    
      And it began.
    

    
      The Spider Forest, howls.
    

    
      Something moves in the forest where not a single bug sound rings.
    

    
      Rustle.
    

    
      It's not a small movement.
    

    
      Just by sound, he dares not guess how many Forest Spiders are moving.
    

    
      "They're coming!"
    

    
      Suddenly, black shadows flew in from the forest.
    

    
      Without showing signs of caring about humans, they charged toward the goblin corpses.
    

    
      Crunch.
    

    
      A sound of something being chewed was heard.
    

    
      What chewed up the monster corpse was a spider bigger than a human.
    

    
      The color is generally bluish.
    

    
      A color similar to the trees of the Spider Forest.
    

    
      In the darkness where sunlight doesn't enter, it seems one wouldn't easily distinguish it.
    

    
      Legs with bristly hair are 8 in total, 4 pairs.
    

    
      Their strength is so great they are easily crushing corpses in rigor mortis.
    

    
      Inside the mouth enjoying the feast, teeth looking stronger than steel were coveting meat without rest.
    

    
      The most scary point is that even while enjoying the pleasant meal, they are looking around momentarily.
    

    
      Checking if there are any moving humans.
    

    
      Eyes saying they won't forgive enemies interrupting mealtime.
    

    
      There were no mercenaries moving first.
    

    
      The Forest Spiders coming out of the forest aren't just one either.
    

    
      A mercenary counting the number of those who came out to eat raised a hand.
    

    
      "Stop!"
    

    
      "Set the fire!"
    

    
      Mercenaries holding torches in both hands ran out toward the forest.
    

    
      As if it wasn't a job done once or twice, they skillfully began to set fire.
    

    
      However, the trees of the Spider Forest didn't catch fire easily as if containing moisture.
    

    
      The fire that barely caught goes out before sparks can fly.
    

    
      Meanwhile, casualties appeared one after another.
    

    
      "Aaargh!"
    

    
      "Raise the torches high!"
    

    
      "Protect your own body!"
    

    
      Going close to the forest means becoming prey for the Forest Spiders.
    

    
      Mercenaries exposed to their legs and teeth had to lose parts of their bodies like sliced meat.
    

    
      Still, the damage isn't big.
    

    
      At the cost of several injured appearing, the forest began to catch fire.
    

    
      It's not a fire spreading to the whole forest.
    

    
      Just enough to scorch the front part.
    

    
      Seeing that sight, Lawrence understood how the path leading here was made.
    

    
      It was all traces of spider hunting.
    

    
      "Let's go make a big score!"
    

    
      From the forest engulfed in flames, Forest Spiders no longer come out.
    

    
      In other words, the enemies are all the Forest Spiders gathered in this spot.
    

    
      The number is 9. Respectively, mercenaries close by jumped toward the Forest Spiders.
    

    
      Kieeeek―!
    

    
      The Forest Spiders, interrupted in their mealtime, go on the offensive.
    

    
      However, they don't jump aiming for the mercenaries.
    

    
      Clearly they were so swift when coming out of the forest, but the torches held by mercenaries paired in threes and fives were fundamentally blocking the Forest Spiders' movements.
    

    
      Using the point that they cannot attack recklessly, mercenaries targeted the legs and teeth first.
    

    
      Swords or spears are rarely seen.
    

    
      Occasionally there were mercenaries carrying crossbows.
    

    
      No matter how much they shot quarrels, they couldn't pierce the flashing carapace.
    

    
      What achieves noticeable effect are blunt weapons like maces.
    

    
      If you can't cut, you crush.
    

    
      Every time a large-built mercenary swung a mace, the Forest Spider's legs decreased one by one.
    

    
      Their painful screams continue.
    

    
      Losing the majority of their eight legs, they cannot support their bodies and collapse.
    

    
      What followed was smooth sailing.
    

    
      Mercenaries rushed in and finished off the Forest Spiders that could no longer move.
    

    
      The third spider hunt of the morning ended like that.
    

    
      The injured retreated with curses, and dead mercenaries were cleared to one side.
    

    
      It was a single engagement.
    

    
      Injured are fewer than thought, but dead people were much more numerous.
    

    
      Just what Lawrence saw exceeds 6 people.
    

    
      A mercenary whose waist was split in half. A mercenary whose head flew off.
    

    
      Even a mercenary pierced from top to bottom....
    

    
      It was a horrific sight he couldn't bear to watch with open eyes.
    

    
      "Where did the bastard using a spear go?"
    

    
      "Cromwell? Earlier he got pricked by a paralysis needle and dragged into the forest."
    

    
      "Tsk. That guy died too then. Too bothersome to save people."
    

    
      "Where is that bastard's luggage? Looks like he'd have money to buy drinks."
    

    
      "I called dibs on it."
    

    
      ...It wasn't a story he particularly wanted to hear.
    

    
      Rather, the mercenaries who died on this spot are fortunate.
    

    
      He didn't want to know what happened to the mercenaries dragged into the forest.
    

    
      "I broke this bastard's leg, you know?"
    

    
      "I know so take it, fuck. Noisy to death."
    

    
      "Bullshit. Without me stepping up, you'd be dead over there."
    

    
      "What's the moron saying. If not for you, I would have gouged out the spider bastard's eyes."
    

    
      Small arguments arise over the Forest Spider carcasses.
    

    
      It seems they are dividing byproducts according to each contribution to the hunt, but fair distribution seems difficult to achieve as much as they hunted together.
    

    
      "Good work."
    

    
      "Skill is quite something."
    

    
      "What skill?"
    

    
      "Running away skill. Puhaha! Did you see earlier? This bastard threw the torch and ran away."
    

    
      "Son of a bitch! It was all strategy?!"
    

    
      Laughter celebrating survival also rose together.
    

    
      As the tension-filled hunt ended, they returned to the appearance of the usual mercenaries Lawrence knew.
    

    
      Once byproducts were divided, factions split into mercenaries going back and mercenaries remaining.
    

    
      Lawrence, watching that sight for a moment, checked the carcass of a Forest Spider abandoned in the back.
    

    
      Having all valuable byproducts dismantled, it had changed into a wretched state making one doubt if this was really a spider.
    

    
      It's not very pleasant, but he has to check.
    

    
      Lawrence, grimacing fully, reached out to its carapace.
    

    
      "Kid. Be careful with that."
    

    
      "It might just move and eat you."
    

    
      Laughter lingers in the mercenaries' voices.
    

    
      It seems amusing to see Lawrence, young at a glance, examining a Forest Spider carcass.
    

    
      Let them chatter as they please.
    

    
      Is it just once or twice that he was ignored for being young?
    

    
      It was time to develop immunity now.
    

    
      The Forest Spider's carapace is covered in sticky liquid.
    

    
      Blood? It's different.
    

    
      Feeling viscosity, it's not ordinary mucus.
    

    
      Showing a somewhat white light, it looked exactly like thread.
    

    
      Thread. He remembered.
    

    
      If it's a spider, naturally it's spider web.
    

    
      It seems as it died, blood and spider web mixed together.
    

    
      The carapace felt under the mucus is hard beyond comparison.
    

    
      Tapping with a finger, a clear sound rang out.
    

    
      Despite having this and that many wounds, it seems to still remember the strength of its life.
    

    
      Lifting it slightly, it was lifted easily enough to surprise himself.
    

    
      He could understand why they moved so fast.
    

    
      Light and sturdy.
    

    
      Unless it's a blunt weapon, it's hard to give proper damage.
    

    
      Mercenaries using swords or spears only stepped up after legs were severed.
    

    
      In short, it means they don't work unless in a certain situation.
    

    
      Lawrence's weapons are a crossbow and a short spear.
    

    
      Even with an adult male's strength, it's helpless.
    

    
      There is no way weapons wielded by a young boy would work.
    

    
      It is too early to be disappointed.
    

    
      Because Lawrence possessed power that no one gathered in this place had.
    

    
      Magic.
    

    
      Now, when it's quiet after the third spider hunt ended, is the opportunity.
    

    
      For the first time since learning magic.
    

    
      He casts magic in front of people.
    

    
      The situation is different from when he used it secretly to hide magic until now.
    

    
      The first fuse was lit with Fire, which he was most confident in.
    

    
      Magic that grew through actual combat while accompanying Lionel's trade trip.
    

    
      He can do it.
    

    
      He soothes his pounding heart with deep breaths.
    

    
      Compared to when facing goblins, this is nothing.
    

    
      "Why is that kid doing that?"
    

    
      "Don't know. Looks like he pissed himself or something."
    

    
      Sinking.
    

    
      To the point where surrounding voices aren't heard.
    

    
      He went down and down toward the depths of consciousness.
    

    
      Coming to his senses, before he knew it, he was submerged in darkness where nothing was visible.
    

    
      Beyond the lake.
    

    
      The carcass of the Forest Spider turned upside down was visible.
    

    
      Consciousness becomes clear.
    

    
      Lawrence grasped the dark light glimmering before his eyes.
    

    
      "Fire."
    

    
      Flames driving away darkness bloomed.
    

    
      The Forest Spider's carapace burned up in an instant.
    

    
      It works.
    

    
      Goblins didn't avoid Fire for nothing.
    

    
      The power witnessed directly before his eyes was beyond imagination.
    

    
      As expected, it's magic.
    

    
      The spirit that had shrunk watching the mercenaries' fight welled up wildly.
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      However, that soon turned into disappointment.
    

    
      As if it was burning strangely fast, Fire was only burning the Forest Spider's mucus, not its carapace.
    

    
      It just burned well because it was spider web.
    

    
      The carapace revealed beneath it was only full of scorched traces.
    

    
      He felt ignored for no reason.
    

    
      Magic is not weak.
    

    
      He cast Fire one more time.
    

    
      This time, he strikes it directly onto the carapace.
    

    
      Still, the result doesn't change.
    

    
      What he could learn from this experiment was that while it's true Forest Spiders fear fire, they aren't particularly weak to fire.
    

    
      He touched the charred carapace.
    

    
      Was it too early to be disappointed?
    

    
      The carapace that came in contact with his hand crumbled helplessly.
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      The information that they are weak to fire wasn't wrong.
    

    
      The inside of the carapace touched by Fire had melted completely.
    

    
      Lawrence fell into thought.
    

    
      It's not that Fire doesn't work.
    

    
      But if asked whether it can be used in actual combat, the answer was no.
    

    
      First of all, to use Fire, he had to get quite close.
    

    
      The distance the flames travel is roughly the reach of a short spear.
    

    
      Not only does it not go further than that, but it was busy running wild at will like a dog off its leash.
    

    
      An uncontrollable weapon is dangerous.
    

    
      Maybe if it showed overwhelming destructive power, it would be different.
    

    
      But with Fire, he wouldn't even be able to hold back a Forest Spider's charge.
    

    
      With this firepower, ten out of ten times.
    

    
      They would charge ignoring injuries.
    

    
      It's different from goblins.
    

    
      Forest Spiders are not only large in size, but they also have as many as 8 legs supporting their bodies.
    

    
      Speaking bluntly, even if it loses one leg, it won't stop.
    

    
      At best, startling it is all he can expect.
    

    
      It would be fortunate if it didn't charge in rage afterward.
    

    
      He made a cold judgment.
    

    
      Against a Forest Spider, Fire cannot be the main magic.
    

    
      Shadow is the same.
    

    
      Magic that merely changes the shape of shadows cannot inflict an attack.
    

    
      Then naturally, what remains are the Fire Tail given by the fire lizard and the Shadow Spear taught by the Red Eyes.
    

    
      The latter is currently the best magic Lawrence possesses.
    

    
      Through this journey, he had a conviction that it would definitely work.
    

    
      So this time, he tests Fire Tail.
    

    
      There was no need to cut down his concentration.
    

    
      Above all, since the crowd had quieted down, it was an optimized environment to use magic.
    

    
      "Fire Tail."
    

    
      A trail of fire ran.
    

    
      That appearance was like the procession of fire lizards climbing the mountain.
    

    
      The whip of fire awaited the command of its longing friend.
    

    
      He widens the distance from the Forest Spider carcass.
    

    
      Checking the reach, Lawrence swung the whip of fire with all his might.
    

    
      Slash!
    

    
      The carcass touched by the whip split unseemly.
    

    
      An acrid burnt smell rises.
    

    
      Where the whip of fire passed, melted carapace was distinct.
    

    
      No matter how many times he swings, it's the same.
    

    
      Every time he swings, the carapace splits into pieces.
    

    
      As he swung Fire Tail about five or six times, a faint pain rose in his chest.
    

    
      The spot where the whip of fire went back and forth was full of the shattered carcass of the Forest Spider.
    

    
      It's a satisfying result.
    

    
      However, it seems he won't be able to use it as much as he thought.
    

    
      Even if not as much as Shadow Spear, Fire Tail also had a large burden compared to other magic.
    

    
      If he continues to use it, it will increase, but in his current state, about ten times seemed to be the limit causing a headache.
    

    
      Fire Tail's reach is much longer than a short spear.
    

    
      With this, it seems he can aim for a Forest Spider from a relatively safe distance.
    

    
      However, this isn't a perfect method either.
    

    
      Considering the speed at which a Forest Spider jumps, even with Fire Tail, if he is targeted beforehand, there was no retreat.
    

    
      Their speed was that swift.
    

    
      Especially when jumping down from trees, their forms were almost invisible.
    

    
      Not even a hollow laugh comes out.
    

    
      He couldn't even predict how strong they would be on spider webs.
    

    
      There was a reason mercenaries gradually expanded the subjugation range while setting fire to the trees.
    

    
      Certainly, entering the forest is suicide.
    

    
      Lawrence, having calmly finished his thoughts, checked the chest pain first.
    

    
      The faintly rising pain sounded like a story that he didn't need to worry about yet.
    

    
      He escapes the mercenaries' gazes.
    

    
      Lawrence, having widened the distance as much as possible, opened his mouth.
    

    
      "Shadow Spear."
    

    
      The last turn is the boy's specialty.
    

    
      The very magic he practiced persistently in Redantus Village.
    

    
      Although there is still a big difference from the magic the Red Eyes commanded, the Shadow Spear, which had taken quite a form, emitted a terrifying aura.
    

    
      He measures the distance with one hand stretched forward.
    

    
      He just cast Shadow Spear, but the chest pain deepened.
    

    
      He finishes aiming.
    

    
      He shouldn't drag out the time any longer.
    

    
      Before the headache rose further, he threw the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      "Wh, what!?"
    

    
      "Huh...."
    

    
      Crush!
    

    
      A considerable roar rang out.
    

    
      The hard carcass of the Forest Spider was smashed in one blow.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear didn't stop at destroying the carcass but left a deep scar on the ground.
    

    
      Mercenaries who were watching from the surroundings were startled.
    

    
      However, the most surprised one was Lawrence who cast the magic.
    

    
      It's much stronger than he thought.
    

    
      Even when he used it against the goblins encountered on the journey, it wasn't this powerful.
    

    
      He doesn't know the reason, but the power of Shadow Spear had become much stronger.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Is it because he learned new magic?
    

    
      Or did the events experienced in the Astral World lead to growth?
    

    
      He doesn't know.
    

    
      The answer doesn't come.
    

    
      What's important is the fact that Shadow Spear works.
    

    
      Feeling attention gathering one by one, Lawrence left that spot without lingering attachment.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Lawrence, having returned to the inn, went into his room without eating dinner.
    

    
      Lying on the sagging bed, he looks at the ceiling.
    

    
      Perhaps because he used all magic except Shadow, his head feels like it's spinning.
    

    
      Thinking calmly on the way back, no matter how he looked at it, it seemed he couldn't catch a Forest Spider alone.
    

    
      Setting aside other problems, first of all, they are too fast.
    

    
      Against a guy charging at invisible speed, no method came to mind on how to land magic or how to dodge.
    

    
      Even armor is meaningless before those teeth and legs.
    

    
      He clearly saw with his two eyes armor reinforced with iron plates, not leather armor, being cut like meat.
    

    
      Moreover, if he concentrates on magic, he can't pay attention to his surroundings.
    

    
      If that happens, there was a high possibility he would fall prey to a Forest Spider without realizing it.
    

    
      However, if he wasn't alone, there was a way.
    

    
      Lawrence recalled the mercenaries gathered at the subjugation site.
    

    
      The number of mercenaries who came to hunt seeing the Spider Forest was enormous.
    

    
      There were so many that they were occupying spots forming their own parties.
    

    
      There is no need to step forward.
    

    
      Anyway, what the Forest Spider prioritizes is the pile of carcasses gathered in front of the forest, not humans.
    

    
      Unless they attack as soon as they come out, there shouldn't be a case where they target Lawrence first by any chance.
    

    
      However, what weighs on his mind is time.
    

    
      When they set fire to the forest to block the Forest Spiders, the full-scale spider hunt begins.
    

    
      Could he kill the Forest Spider first before the mercenaries jump in?
    

    
      Or would there be enough time to cast magic without hesitation when a Forest Spider, not dead after being hit by Fire Tail, jumps in?
    

    
      Even if he casts magic, it's a problem.
    

    
      Surely, it won't be only the Forest Spider that dies.
    

    
      Whether it's Fire Tail or Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Mercenaries who jumped in targeting the Forest Spider would also lose their lives if swept up in the magic.
    

    
      Even if it's an accident, it kills people.
    

    
      Before right or wrong, it's not a problem that can be just passed over.
    

    
      Because it's clearly an act violating the doctrine of the Holy Cross Order.
    

    
      Lawrence remembered the prayers flowing from the chapel.
    

    
      A person killing a person is the greatest sin.
    

    
      They said it was because it becomes an act of taking away the karma that person carries.
    

    
      No. Before that....
    

    
      Could I really kill a person?
    

    
      That was what Lawrence feared most.
    

    
      However, the hesitation didn't last long.
    

    
      Because suddenly, a cynical pilgrim came to mind in a corner of his head.
    

    
      Twisting a cigarette in his mouth, he was harboring a sneer asking why on earth he was worrying about such a thing.
    

    
      Laughter came out inadvertently.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      If Renald were here, he would have said that.
    

    
      Think about such things after committing them first.
    

    
      Saying not to worry about other people's lives when you're about to die.
    

    
      He knows it's not normal.
    

    
      He knows that if he is a believer of the Holy Cross Order, he shouldn't do that.
    

    
      However, he also had the awareness that he was already not a normal believer.
    

    
      Then let's do what I think is right.
    

    
      Making up his mind like that, his head cleared up.
    

    
      Lawrence rose from the bed.
    

    
      Perhaps because he resolved his worry, he suddenly felt hungry.
    

    
      For the sake of the decisive battle tomorrow, let's eat to our heart's content today.
    

    
      If things go as thought, he will be able to gather plenty of Forest Spider byproducts, so he should be able to earn back the money spent today quickly.
    

    
      Two servings.
    

    
      No. Let's eat about three servings to my heart's content.
    

    
      Eating is always enjoyable.
    

    
      Among them, meat dishes were the best.
    

    
      The boy left the room with much lighter steps.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The mended robe was exactly to Lawrence's liking.
    

    
      The newly attached hood felt almost natural with no sense of incongruity.
    

    
      He could clearly feel that the owner had paid special attention.
    

    
      Paying 2 Coppers more as a token of gratitude is an open secret.
    

    
      Before setting out for the spider hunt, he left the crossbow and short spear in the lodging.
    

    
      He doesn't need a torch.
    

    
      He judged it would only be a hindrance.
    

    
      If fire is needed, casting magic is a hundred times better.
    

    
      Casting speed was also much faster with both hands empty.
    

    
      He pulls the hood down as much as possible to cover his face.
    

    
      It doesn't matter much if he goes as is, but if he reveals his face, there might be people who recognize Lawrence practicing magic yesterday.
    

    
      There's no need to carry a source of trouble unnecessarily.
    

    
      A young appearance had a high possibility of being looked down upon by mercenaries.
    

    
      Perhaps because he was nervous, he arrived at the clearing earlier than yesterday.
    

    
      Was it because he came out early?
    

    
      The appearance of mercenaries waiting for the hunt felt a little different.
    

    
      Especially the red-haired mercenary positioned close to the place where monster carcasses were gathered was guarding the surroundings with confident behavior contrary to tense signs.
    

    
      If push comes to shove, it seems he would even block a Forest Spider charging from the front.
    

    
      Of course, he shouldn't trust him.
    

    
      Mercenaries prioritize their own lives above anything else.
    

    
      If you die, it's over.
    

    
      There is no one who sympathizes just because you're a colleague.
    

    
      Just yesterday was like that.
    

    
      When a colleague who fought back-to-back just minutes ago turned into a corpse, they laughed while taking not only the belongings but even the money.
    

    
      If Lawrence dies here, the boy too will fall into such a state.
    

    
      Because the dead have no words.
    

    
      At least be of help to those who survived.
    

    
      Everyone must be thinking like that.
    

    
      "Starting the first spider hunt of the morning!"
    

    
      The last monster carcass was moved.
    

    
      The mercenary raising his voice was a different person from yesterday.
    

    
      "It's the first spider hunt of the morning!"
    

    
      "Bastards with no confidence, back off!"
    

    
      Entering battle stance.
    

    
      Lawrence, who stepped back one pace, suddenly rested his gaze among the mercenaries keeping watch.
    

    
      Indeed.
    

    
      There is no need to target the Forest Spiders jumping in seeing the monster carcasses.
    

    
      Just yesterday, there were many targeting the people setting fire to the forest.
    

    
      If he can hunt the spiders out on a hunt conversely....
    

    
      Even more, if it's magic performed from a safe place, the situation was the best.
    

    
      The stench he had smelled before deepened.
    

    
      As soon as the fluid poured, the forest reacted.
    

    
      Black shadows flew in from the trees.
    

    
      The guys rushing in greedily seeing the monster carcasses were still boasting enormous sizes.
    

    
      Lawrence, watching that sight, turned his gaze with difficulty.
    

    
      Mercenaries watching the situation moved to set the fire.
    

    
      The opportunity is now.
    

    
      Since he doesn't know when they will come out, he needed to prepare magic in advance.
    

    
      Fire Tail's range is too far.
    

    
      If he uses one, it's Shadow Spear. Betting victory on a single blow.
    

    
      "Shadow Spear."
    

    
      He formed the shape later than usual.
    

    
      Still, the completeness is satisfactory as much as he took time.
    

    
      The Forest Spider carcass he checked yesterday presented much information to Lawrence. 
    

    
      If the living one is no different from that, the power was already verified.
    

    
      Attention drawn is less than expected.
    

    
      Because most are focused on the spiders in the front rather than the rear.
    

    
      The moment you turn your eyes away, you die.
    

    
      There was no mercenary who relaxed concentration facing battle.
    

    
      That acted as a favorable factor for Lawrence.
    

    
      Not yet?
    

    
      The work of setting fire is proceeding smoothly.
    

    
      There is no sign of Forest Spiders coming out.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear hummed as if asking to be released quickly.
    

    
      Around the time the chest pain deepened, the forest's shadow moved.
    

    
      Above the tree.
    

    
      Above the mercenary setting the fire, it jumped.
    

    
      Now.
    

    
      As the time of endurance was long, the moment of liberation was sweet.
    

    
      Where he aims is above the mercenary's head.
    

    
      When thinking the Shadow Spear draws a parabola.
    

    
      He was certain.
    

    
      The picture interlocked like a key fitting into a keyhole.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear left Lawrence's hand.
    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      A black shadow jumped toward the mercenary.
    

    
      Simultaneously, the shadow spear pierced its head.
    

    
      No scream rang out.
    

    
      The Forest Spider's head was smashed in a single blow.
    

    
      The body without a head fell helplessly from the tree.
    

    
      The crowd became quiet.
    

    
      Spider web mucus poured with blue blood covered the mercenary. He looked around as if not knowing what had happened.
    

    
      "It's a wizard!"
    

    
      A shout close to a scream rang in Lawrence's chest.
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      The Shadow Spear landed properly.
    

    
      Its power was recognizable at a glance even from afar.
    

    
      That terrifying Forest Spider perished in a single blow.
    

    
      There was no time to rejoice.
    

    
      The Forest Spiders emerging from the forest were endless.
    

    
      Before the pain in his chest could subside, Lawrence concentrated.
    

    
      The Forest Spiders targeted the mercenaries setting the fire.
    

    
      Being close to the forest, they were exposed to the greatest danger in this place.
    

    
      For Forest Spiders targeting monster carcasses, mercenaries could gather and fight systematically, but for this side, it was literally close to suffering a natural disaster.
    

    
      Casualties increased one by one from the sudden raids of Forest Spiders jumping in at invisible speed.
    

    
      Those being dragged into the forest also came into view occasionally.
    

    
      Fear filled the eyes of mercenaries who couldn't even scream after being pricked by paralysis needles.
    

    
      He couldn't understand.
    

    
      Why on earth did they volunteer for such dangerous work?
    

    
      It's not a matter of payment.
    

    
      No matter how good money is, it cannot be more precious than one's own life.
    

    
      Is there some kind of deal Lawrence doesn't know about?
    

    
      ...Too many distracting thoughts.
    

    
      Even while he was doing this, Forest Spiders were jumping in.
    

    
      He cast Shadow Spear again.
    

    
      This time, compared to the first, the maintenance time wasn't long.
    

    
      However, he failed to save the mercenary exposed to the teeth.
    

    
      Kireuk!?
    

    
      He couldn't end its life in one blow.
    

    
      It wasn't a problem with the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      At the very last moment, his aim missed.
    

    
      Instead, the creature, with its left side almost blown away, lost three legs at once.
    

    
      The Forest Spider's balance collapsed.
    

    
      Collapsing on the spot, it continuously made threatening hissing sounds.
    

    
      It was a useless struggle.
    

    
      The third Shadow Spear ended its life.
    

    
      The Forest Spiders' raid wasn't over yet.
    

    
      He cast Shadow Spear once more toward the ones continuously popping out of the forest.
    

    
      Perhaps because he used magic repeatedly, his head spun dizzily.
    

    
      In the end, the last Shadow Spear landed far away from the spot he aimed.
    

    
      The fortunate thing is that the Forest Spider was hit anyway.
    

    
      Was it due to the sudden appearance of magic?
    

    
      The momentum of the Forest Spiders coming out of the forest weakened.
    

    
      The mercenaries weren't ones to miss that opening.
    

    
      Moving to seize the opportunity, they succeeded in setting fire to the forest.
    

    
      Afterward, the isolated Forest Spiders were subjugated one by one by the mercenaries.
    

    
      There was no leeway to watch the situation.
    

    
      Lawrence placed a hand on his chest.
    

    
      Fortunately, the headache subsided immediately, but the pain rising from his chest was unusual.
    

    
      It's fortunate he only used it four times.
    

    
      The limit came earlier than he thought.
    

    
      As expected, actual combat is different.
    

    
      Unlike practice, in actual combat, it's not like he can throw the Shadow Spear as soon as he casts it.
    

    
      He had to wait until the appropriate opportunity came.
    

    
      But if he didn't prepare in advance, he would miss the timing to shoot.
    

    
      In the end, he had to maintain the Shadow Spear until the decisive moment came. Just that intensified the pain in his chest.
    

    
      The beginning is okay.
    

    
      It's at a level he can endure even maintaining it to some extent.
    

    
      But when this starts to exceed a certain time, doubling the strength began to be required.
    

    
      Maintaining it was one thing, but aiming was also a big problem.
    

    
      The fourth Shadow Spear hitting the Forest Spider was purely a coincidence.
    

    
      Bluntly speaking, magic that flew wildly killed it.
    

    
      It's fortunate no person was hit.
    

    
      If something went wrong, it could have led to a major accident.
    

    
      He needed to rethink.
    

    
      If he maintains Shadow Spear for long, the pain intensifies, and aiming inevitably becomes disturbed.
    

    
      Even the physical condition between the first casting and the fourth casting was vastly different.
    

    
      To reduce uncertainty, using Fire Tail was correct.
    

    
      It's easy to aim where he wants, and the power is usable too.
    

    
      However, Lawrence soon shook his head.
    

    
      To take down a Forest Spider with Fire Tail, he has no choice but to close the distance.
    

    
      That's out of the question.
    

    
      Even if it's longer than a short spear, considering the leg length of a Forest Spider, the risk burden of Fire Tail was too big.
    

    
      Narrowing that distance against a Forest Spider was a suicide act no matter how he thought about it.
    

    
      "Excuse me.... Mr. Wizard?"
    

    
      His train of thought broke.
    

    
      His vision blurred under the weight of actual combat.
    

    
      Before he knew it, mercenaries were gathered around him in droves.
    

    
      Among them, the one who spoke to him was a mercenary smelling strange.
    

    
      The stench is severe.
    

    
      Inadvertently frowning, Lawrence covered his nose with his hand.
    

    
      "What is it?"
    

    
      "Thank you for saving my life. If not for Mr. Wizard, I would have been dead meat."
    

    
      Wondering who it was, it was the very mercenary he saved with the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Speaking honestly, it could only be said that both were lucky.
    

    
      Only the first Shadow Spear, which was in the best condition, saved a human life.
    

    
      "There is no need to thank me. It just happened that the Forest Spider I was targeting was targeting you. Well, if you think you owe your life, lend me a hand."
    

    
      "Huh? I, is that okay?"
    

    
      The mercenary asked back as if wondering if it was real.
    

    
      Just as he was failing to understand what the fuss was about.
    

    
      He realized that all the mercenaries gathered around now looked like they wanted to speak to Lawrence somehow.
    

    
      "...A real wizard."
    

    
      "First time seeing one. Magic really does exist."
    

    
      "Did you see earlier? That damn spider bastard died in one shot."
    

    
      Whispering voices are heard.
    

    
      They seemed to have lowered their voices as much as possible.
    

    
      But since there were so many mercenaries gathered around, all the chatter was audible.
    

    
      Well, he understands.
    

    
      It's understandable to be surprised when a wizard, whom one might see once in a lifetime or not, is right before their eyes.
    

    
      Furthermore, isn't it right after seeing the power of magic?
    

    
      If Lawrence were another wizard, he would surely be surpri....
    

    
      There, the boy's thinking stopped.
    

    
      No. Wait a minute.
    

    
      I am that wizard, aren't I?
    

    
      It wasn't the time to talk like it was someone else's business.
    

    
      Realizing that fact, Lawrence's mind moved busily.
    

    
      Wizard.
    

    
      Right. He must act like a wizard.
    

    
      "Wait."
    

    
      "Yes?"
    

    
      "Is this your first time seeing a wizard?"
    

    
      "Of course. Not just me, but it's probably the first time for everyone."
    

    
      As if telling him to look around, the mercenary said excitedly.
    

    
      "Are you perhaps from the Magic Tower, Mr. Wizard?"
    

    
      "Magic Tower?"
    

    
      "Ah, I guess not. I apologize. The only place I know is the Magic Tower so...."
    

    
      Magic Tower.
    

    
      A name to remember.
    

    
      It seems wizards usually are active in the Magic Tower.
    

    
      "I am a mercenary."
    

    
      "Mr. Wizard is a mercenary?"
    

    
      "Is there any problem?"
    

    
      "Ah, no. Of course, there is no problem. I was just surprised."
    

    
      Seeing a grown adult man desperately shaking his head was somewhat comical.
    

    
      He seemed to think he might get hit by magic if he ran his mouth carelessly.
    

    
      "The surroundings are a bit noisy. If you are okay with it, I would like you to help me gather the byproducts."
    

    
      "You mean me?"
    

    
      "Yes. Of course, I am not asking you to do it for free. Since I caught three Forest Spiders, I will give you a labor fee."
    

    
      "Even if I look like this, I am a native of Horos Village. I will show you dismantling that will surely please Mr. Wizard."
    

    
      At the mention of a labor fee, the man's eyes changed.
    

    
      "A village native? I guess you weren't a mercenary."
    

    
      "Oh my. Mercenary. People like me who go around setting fires at the front are usually villagers."
    

    
      "Why do such dangerous work...."
    

    
      "It's same as the mercenaries. Well, because we have to earn money."
    

    
      I have many mouths to feed, he laughed awkwardly.
    

    
      "I see. I am Lawrence."
    

    
      "I'm Rafield. I look forward to working with you."
    

    
      As Lawrence moved with Rafield, regretful sounds rang from the surroundings.
    

    
      Like his words about seeing a wizard for the first time, the surrounding mercenaries were looking at the two with envious eyes.
    

    
      It seemed they had been aiming for an opportunity to speak at a suitable moment.
    

    
      "What a shame. If I knew this would happen, I should have spoken up earlier."
    

    
      "Don't bullshit. Would the high-and-mighty Mr. Wizard associate with smelly mercenaries like us? Nonsense. Fuck."
    

    
      "Lower your voice, you crazy bastard. Are you dying to die?"
    

    
      "If he wants to kill, let him kill. Before that, you'll die by me?"
    

    
      Of course, not only good stories came out.
    

    
      Envy and jealousy.
    

    
      While there were envious gazes, there were also gazes harboring anger.
    

    
      However, one common point was that, just as Rafield had shown, fear lingered in those eyes.
    

    
      The reason they couldn't dare to pick a fight from the front must be due to that.
    

    
      As expected, a wizard is special.
    

    
      It seems even mercenaries cannot dare to ignore one.
    

    
      Thanks to that, strength entered Lawrence's shoulders.
    

    
      He had to sweat to lower his chin that was inadvertently lifting up.
    

    
      "But you are truly amazing. To kill a Forest Spider in one shot. Although I have come out to the Spider Forest a lot, it is the first time I have seen someone as strong as Mr. Wizard."
    

    
      Rafield's hands dismantling the Forest Spider were swift.
    

    
      It seems being a native of Horos Village wasn't a lie.
    

    
      "Everyone has something they are good at."
    

    
      "Is there something Mr. Wizard cannot do too?"
    

    
      "You may call me Lawrence. As you can see, I do not know how to dismantle a Forest Spider. From now on, I will learn by watching what Mr. Rafield does."
    

    
      "Uh.... Um.... Is that so? Since Lord Lawrence says you will learn from me, I feel somewhat strange."
    

    
      "What is there to be strange about. Wizards are all people too."
    

    
      The dismantling method of a Forest Spider required a little skill.
    

    
      The dismantling dagger wasn't an ordinary dagger.
    

    
      With a cleaver almost close to a kitchen knife, he split the leg parts coming out from the body as if chopping firewood.
    

    
      The parts connecting those hard legs to the body seemed soft, as they were severed one by one with a single blow.
    

    
      After taking the eight legs, next are the teeth.
    

    
      Four on top. Four on bottom. The teeth are sharp like fangs are two.
    

    
      For this, he took out something like a sculpting tool, drove a chisel into the gum, and hammered it to pull out the teeth one by one.
    

    
      The last turn was the long-awaited paralysis needle.
    

    
      "This is really dangerous. Even after death, the paralytic poison still remains. If you just touch it, you croak immediately."
    

    
      "Then how should we take it?"
    

    
      "There is a way."
    

    
      Rafield took out a thin wire and poked it into the paralysis needle.
    

    
      After that, it was simple.
    

    
      Gently turning the wire as if looking for something.
    

    
      With a click sound, the paralysis needle fell into the sack.
    

    
      "Very easy, right?"
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      Easy my foot.
    

    
      Lawrence couldn't say anything.
    

    
       * *
    

    
      Lawrence, having dismantled three Forest Spiders, faced an important problem.
    

    
      Since the size of the Forest Spider was large, the byproducts were also not an amount two people could take.
    

    
      3 broken legs and 5 legs destroyed by Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Excluding the 8 legs discarded like that, there are 16 left.
    

    
      The paralysis needles and teeth were relatively small and easy to pack, but the legs wouldn't fit in the sack nor were they a weight they could carry.
    

    
      Thinking for a moment, Lawrence called other mercenaries.
    

    
      "You are going to share the byproducts?"
    

    
      "Kya. As expected, Mr. Wizard is as generous as your skill!"
    

    
      "Shut up, Ziel! Close your mouth a bit."
    

    
      "Let's hear the reason. Why are you easily.... No. Why are you sharing the byproducts of the Forest Spiders caught with difficulty?"
    

    
      As expected, they aren't just happy about it.
    

    
      There is no goodwill without a price.
    

    
      Experienced mercenaries cannot be unaware of that fact.
    

    
      "This is not something I could catch alone. Speaking bluntly, if not for the mercenaries moving in the front, would I have been able to cast magic or anything?"
    

    
      Do not lose composure.
    

    
      A confident attitude is indeed the appearance befitting a wizard.
    

    
      This will soon plant seeds named trust in the mercenaries.
    

    
      "That's true. Since I ran around until my balls dropped."
    

    
      "I told you to shut up, Ziel!"
    

    
      A rough voice rang out.
    

    
      A small quarrel arose as if asking if he couldn't distinguish where to cut in or not.
    

    
      Lawrence, waiting until the commotion quieted down, opened his mouth.
    

    
      "The most important reason is that I do not want to take the risk."
    

    
      "Huh? What does that mean?"
    

    
      "I see. I understand what you mean, Mr. Wizard."
    

    
      A red-haired mercenary nodded.
    

    
      "I heard wizards are eccentric. But there is a wizard whose head works properly too."
    

    
      Excessive greed is bound to invite disaster.
    

    
      No matter that Lawrence knows how to handle magic, it's human nature not to know what will happen if mercenaries draw swords with that intention.
    

    
      Right now they are afraid seeing the power of magic, but if blinded by greed, things difficult to handle would happen.
    

    
      In fact, didn't he hear the bloodthirsty voices coming from behind?
    

    
      This is a kind of investment for the future.
    

    
      He intends to continue hunting in the Spider Forest from now on.
    

    
      At the very least, he wished there were no mercenaries targeting his back.
    

    
      "No. What does that mean I ask. Why are only you guys understanding? Tell me a bit too."
    

    
      "Let's be quiet a bit, you damn Ziel bastard."
    

    
      "No. I'm not Ziel?"
    

    
      "Why are you bullshitting at me again?"
    

    
      "You're not? Fuck. This place has gone as far as it can go too. How did a bastard exactly same as Ziel come out?"
    

    
      "What? Are you done talking? Who's exactly same as Ziel?"
    

    
      "...You guys, see me a bit later."
    

    
      Lawrence handed over a total of 10 legs and kept 5.
    

    
      1 is the share for Rafield who helped with dismantling.
    

    
      "Thank you, Mr. Wizard."
    

    
      "I trust you will divide them fairly."
    

    
      "Will you come again?"
    

    
      "If I wasn't going to come, there would be no reason to do this."
    

    
      The red-haired mercenary raised the corners of his mouth.
    

    
      "I am Red Fist Sidra."
    

    
      "I am Lawrence."
    

    
      He shakes hands with Sidra.
    

    
      The red mercenary's palm was hard almost like a rock.
    

    
      Pulling Lawrence swiftly, he spoke in a low voice.
    

    
      "If you happen to be looking for a party, say so anytime. If it's a Mr. Wizard who sends a Forest Spider away in one shot, everyone will welcome you with open arms."
    

    
      "That.... I will think about it."
    

    
      "Good. Don't worry about the distribution! I swear on the name of Red Fist. That I will fairly distribute the byproducts Mr. Wizard shared to the mercenaries gathered here."
    

    
      Excited whistling sounds rose from the surroundings.
    

    
      "An unexpected harvest!"
    

    
      "Today, I'll finally touch that bitch Sylvia's haughty ass!"
    

    
      "Bullshitting and falling over. As if Sylvia, who only likes young punks, would deal with you."
    

    
      "Even if she dislikes me, she'd like money. Isn't that right?"
    

    
      He leaves the excitedly chattering mercenaries behind.
    

    
      Only after moving away from the boisterous atmosphere was he relieved.
    

    
      For a first step, it seems he buttoned it well.
    

    
      Wasn't it similar to the image of a typical wizard?
    

    
      The pounding heartbeat feels ticklish.
    

    
      It feels fun and also tough.
    

    
      Emotions he himself doesn't know well swirled in his chest.
    

    
      Still, there was one thing certain.
    

    
      It's that it's not a bad feeling.
    

    
      "Was it really okay to give all that?"
    

    
      "Is it a waste?"
    

    
      "Of course it's a waste. No. Since Lord Lawrence caught them anyway, it's up to Lord Lawrence, but...."
    

    
      As if very regrettable, Rafield kept looking back.
    

    
      The legs given to the mercenaries seemed to weigh on his mind repeatedly.
    

    
      "Didn't you say so, Mr. Rafield? The most expensive is the paralysis needle and next are the teeth."
    

    
      "I meant relatively expensive. Just a leg is 50 Coppers for one. 10 means a whopping 5 Silvers."
    

    
      As if glittering silver coins were glimmering before his eyes, he smacked his lips.
    

    
      "No matter how good money is, it's over if you die."
    

    
      "Well, that is true."
    

    
      "Then there is no need to be regretful. It's cheap for the price of a life."
    

    
      "Pardon?"
    

    
      Lawrence thought so.
    

    
      There is no need to obsess over a few pennies in front of his eyes.
    

    
      He learned through actual combat today that Shadow Spear works.
    

    
      If he puts his mind to it, obtaining Forest Spider legs is nothing.
    

    
      The important thing is not to be overly greedy.
    

    
      All sorts of humans gathered in the back alleys.
    

    
      Lawrence had already seen numerous human scums when he was young.
    

    
      It was always people who stabbed people in the back.
    

    
      He had absolutely no desire to suffer that tragedy, which is hard even to look at, himself.
    

    
      Probably even the orphans who were friends would have been busy fighting without getting close if not for the Captain.
    

    
      Because until the Captain came, they were busy fighting turf wars with each other.
    

    
      ...Hearing the voices of mercenaries laughing and chattering behind, somehow he missed the Captain and friends today especially.
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      Returning to the village, Lawrence sold the Forest Spider byproducts together with Rafield.
    

    
      The legs were 50 Coppers each, just as he said.
    

    
      However, the legs exposed to Shadow Spear were in poor condition, so it was hard to get a fair price.
    

    
      "Hey. Hey. Don't be like that. I'm asking you like this."
    

    
      "We need to make a profit too. No matter if it's your request, it can't be done."
    

    
      "Oh my. Don't you remember what you said when my wife died? You said I had to be strong from now on. Back then, I thought you were a true friend and even bought you drinks...."
    

    
      "Alright. Alright! I lost, you damn bastard. Do it moderately. No, what kind of man drags out his dead wife over something like this?"
    

    
      Anyway, thanks to Rafield's skillful haggling, it seems they didn't take a loss.
    

    
      Total 16 teeth.
    

    
      Among them, 4 were exceptionally large fangs, so they fetched a higher price.
    

    
      One couldn't be recovered because the head was smashed too badly.
    

    
      2 paralysis needles too.
    

    
      Also because the body was smashed, one couldn't be recovered.
    

    
      He abandons lingering regrets.
    

    
      Considering the danger mercenaries endure, this is nothing.
    

    
      First of all, there was a huge difference starting from the byproducts he was taking.
    

    
      Just the leg value was 2 Silvers 50 Coppers.
    

    
      Teeth value 2 Silvers. Paralysis needles also 2 Silvers.
    

    
      A whopping 6 Silvers 50 Coppers came in from just one subjugation.
    

    
      Lawrence was speechless seeing the jingling silver.
    

    
      It's an amount where it wouldn't be strange to be stabbed in the back anytime.
    

    
      First, he took out more for Rafield's share who handled dismantling and disposal.
    

    
      Total 1 Silver including the leg value.
    

    
      He gave a lot on purpose.
    

    
      Including hush money as well.
    

    
      "Thank you very much! If you happen to need dismantling next time, please call me. I will do my best even for Lord Lawrence's share!"
    

    
      Rafield expressed gratitude to the point his waist might break.
    

    
      Horos Village is an environment with only forest as you can see.
    

    
      Logging has only recently become active due to subjugation cases.
    

    
      Before that, there didn't seem to be many proper jobs.
    

    
      There is no sawmill yet, and logging hands are always full, so he said all urgent money-making connects to the Spider Forest.
    

    
      "If there is an opportunity next time, would you like to have a meal together? I feel like my face would be saved if I treat you to something."
    

    
      "I will think about that gradually."
    

    
      Declining Rafield's proposal, Lawrence returned to the lodging.
    

    
      He takes out the money earned today on the table with a broken leg.
    

    
      A whopping 5 Silvers 50 Coppers.
    

    
      Saying it like this doesn't hit home, but thinking there are 550 oat breads on the table, his head shook automatically.
    

    
      It's even more money than the escort request he solved first.
    

    
      But the effort put in was barely a few hours.
    

    
      If he could earn money like this, becoming rich isn't a dream.
    

    
      No. That judgment was hasty.
    

    
      He cannot know if things will go well tomorrow like today.
    

    
      That Forest Spider byproducts are expensive is a fact known to at least all the mercenaries who were there.
    

    
      Knowing Lawrence took a solid share, surely mercenaries burning with jealousy and envy would start picking fights.
    

    
      At first, it might be a small argument.
    

    
      But once a rift forms in emotions, it wasn't difficult to predict what catastrophe it would rush towards.
    

    
      Is it too excessive a thought...?
    

    
      Not so.
    

    
      One shouldn't trust people easily.
    

    
      Just until yesterday, he saw the guy he considered a friend commit murder for money several times.
    

    
      Such scenes were daily life in the back alleys.
    

    
      Knife fights happened even over a few Coppers.
    

    
      With an amount this large, he was just anxious about what might happen.
    

    
      What would be good to do?
    

    
      Would it be good to get acquainted with a trustworthy mercenary?
    

    
      Like that red-haired mercenary....
    

    
      No. It's a foolish thought.
    

    
      Fearing mercenaries, trusting one's back to a mercenary.
    

    
      The thought is too short-sighted.
    

    
      Guarding alone isn't feasible either.
    

    
      At least when casting magic, Lawrence is defenseless.
    

    
      With Fire Tail, he might be able to see the surrounding situation.
    

    
      But with Shadow Spear which he handles as his main, that was impossible.
    

    
      As soon as he enters casting, if he gets stabbed from behind, it's over.
    

    
      Maybe if it were a knight in a song who values honor.
    

    
      How can he trust a mercenary who prioritizes money?
    

    
      Thinking about it doesn't give an answer.
    

    
      For now, let's live quietly without getting involved with mercenaries as much as possible.
    

    
      Just the money earned today is an amount to live in the lodging for a few months.
    

    
      Once he becomes somewhat proficient in magic, he should be able to cultivate eyes to guard the surroundings too.
    

    
      The task facing him at the present point is Fire Tail.
    

    
      He also needed to shorten the casting speed of Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Setting goals, his frustrated mind cleared up a bit.
    

    
      Lawrence, rising from the bed, took the money and went down to the first floor.
    

    
      It's a memorable day successfully finishing actual combat after a long time.
    

    
      In the sense of celebrating himself, let's have a delicious meal.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      "Is that real? A wizard?"
    

    
      "I'm telling you! If you saw it too, 'fuck' would have come out of your mouth automatically. It was magic summoning a spear this huge. That spider bastard died in just one shot!"
    

    
      "Ha, fuck. Is magic that strong?"
    

    
      "Maybe even stronger. It was really crazy."
    

    
      The restaurant was full of excited mercenaries' voices.
    

    
      It has barely been a day since Lawrence used magic.
    

    
      Perhaps because it's a small neighborhood, rumors seemed to have already spread here and there.
    

    
      "So what did that wizard look like?"
    

    
      "Huh? Probably wearing a robe with a hood pulled down?"
    

    
      "Ah, sounds like he looked exactly like a wizard."
    

    
      "Right. But he didn't have a staff."
    

    
      "So you didn't see the crucial face? I knew it, you moron. If you just knew the face, that wizard would be in our party right now."
    

    
      "No, fuck. Listening to this bastard seriously. Then do I even have to know the wizard's face? If he's a wizard, isn't it enough if he uses magic well? Isn't it?"
    

    
      The fortunate thing is that he was wearing the hood pulled down deep.
    

    
      Lawrence had prepared in his own way just in case.
    

    
      A sigh of relief came out as that intention seemed to have worked well.
    

    
      "Please give me one more glass of milk."
    

    
      "You really like milk once you start."
    

    
      "Yes. Well, it's tasty and a nostalgic taste."
    

    
      It's Horos Village where mercenaries flock.
    

    
      Usually even if they order a drink, they order alcohol or honey water; there was no peculiar human ordering milk.
    

    
      "Milk is good for the body. At least compared to alcohol that ruins the body. Since you're drinking it anyway, order often. The price is a bit high, but it's not a well-selling item."
    

    
      "Just prepare enough so it doesn't run out. Since I will order."
    

    
      Finishing the meal, Lawrence left the inn behind.
    

    
      He isn't heading to the Spider Forest.
    

    
      Today, like in Redantus Village, he intended to look for a suitable place to train.
    

    
      First, getting away from the village was natural.
    

    
      Even if a bit far, a place with few human traces was good.
    

    
      He wants to avoid places close to the forest as much as possible too.
    

    
      Approaching the forest is suicide. As long as the Spider Forest is nearby, he didn't know where a Forest Spider might pop out.
    

    
      Like that, he looked around searching for a suitable place.
    

    
      Until lunch time, he couldn't find a proper place.
    

    
      Above all, there are too many mercenaries.
    

    
      In places that seemed a little okay, mercenaries were gathered puffing on tobacco without fail.
    

    
      Nearby places aside.
    

    
      Distances far from the village were mostly forest, so he was reluctant.
    

    
      Lawrence, returning to the village and eating lunch, fell into contemplation.
    

    
      Not good.
    

    
      The situation is different from Redantus Village.
    

    
      Spaces made outside the village are mostly areas expanded while hunting Forest Spiders.
    

    
      Because of that, the surroundings were in a close relationship with the Spider Forest.
    

    
      It wasn't an exaggeration to say one wrong step leads to death immediately.
    

    
      This time he headed to the opposite side of the village.
    

    
      Precisely, the path he came with Lionel.
    

    
      But the situation wasn't good here either.
    

    
      Because as he left the road, it was full of goblins and Under Wolves.
    

    
      It was hard to find a proper clearing.
    

    
      Due to monsters appearing frequently, it wasn't a place to concentrate either.
    

    
      There are too many no matter what.
    

    
      Thinking quietly about why there are so many monsters, he reached the conclusion it must be due to the Spider Forest.
    

    
      It makes sense since these friends are the prey of Forest Spiders.
    

    
      Assuming goblins and Under Wolves came to the opposite side of the forest avoiding natural enemies, this situation was all understood.
    

    
      In the end, Lawrence, failing to find a place to train, returned to the village trudgingly only when evening came.
    

    
      Before he knew it, a week had passed since he set out to find a training place.
    

    
      Unfortunately, Lawrence, having failed to produce any proper result, was still wandering the forest.
    

    
      Still, it wasn't all in vain.
    

    
      For now, he found a few places away from the road.
    

    
      However, it was a difficult place to call safe here too.
    

    
      It's okay when not tired.
    

    
      First of all, the monsters inhabiting the surroundings are Under Wolves and goblins.
    

    
      But if they attack when tired, there was no proper way to deal with them.
    

    
      The surroundings being forest is also a problem.
    

    
      Visibility is inevitably narrow, and he could only think it would be too late when he noticed an ambush.
    

    
      Even if accustomed, a monster is a monster.
    

    
      Just as one shouldn't look down on a Forest Spider just because it dies in one shot of Shadow Spear.
    

    
      It's the same even if not a Forest Spider.
    

    
      A human dies if stabbed by a sharp object.
    

    
      Dies even if grazed by an Under Wolf's claw or tooth.
    

    
      Even if equipped with proper armor, it was hard to survive if receiving a fatal wound.
    

    
      On the other hand, monsters endured this with strong vitality.
    

    
      It's unfair beyond compare.
    

    
      Humans die if grazed, but monsters don't.
    

    
      Thinking like this, mercenaries earning money catching such monsters didn't look sane.
    

    
      Lawrence has something to rely on, but they were literally risking their lives stepping into this work.
    

    
      Then if they die, it's over.
    

    
      Without a single person remembering them, equipment and belongings passed into other mercenaries' hands.
    

    
      ...It's really not something to do with a sane mind.
    

    
      If not for the certain money-making, wouldn't there be no one falling into this path?
    

    
      Perhaps because he busily wandered the forest.
    

    
      Hunger began to raise its head sneakily.
    

    
      Looking at the sky shining above the trees, it seems quite some time has passed.
    

    
      Let's return to the lodging now.
    

    
      When hungry, the head doesn't work either.
    

    
      It's fortunate the inn cooking suits his taste.
    

    
      Before, he thought it was okay just to soothe hunger.
    

    
      As pockets got some room, he became able to enjoy the taste in his own way.
    

    
      What dish shall I order today.
    

    
      Turning his steps with small enjoyment, suddenly he felt a strange feeling.
    

    
      A feeling of something sticky clinging.
    

    
      At first, he thought it was an Under Wolf or goblin.
    

    
      But no matter how much he moved his steps, it followed persistently.
    

    
      It's not a monster.
    

    
      This is.... definitely a human gaze.
    

    
      The moment he realized that fact, Lawrence's thoughts raced forward.
    

    
      Why? Who?
    

    
      He acted carefully.
    

    
      Since that day, he practiced magic only in the room.
    

    
      He did nothing suspicious outside.
    

    
      In the first place, he walked around with the hood off to not be identified.
    

    
      Like other mercenaries, it's an appearance wearing a robe over leather armor.
    

    
      It should have been so, but why was he caught?
    

    
      Was money the problem after all?
    

    
      No. He pushes the question back.
    

    
      What's important is the fact that what he worried about has happened.
    

    
      He changes direction.
    

    
      If attacked on such an open road, he cannot cope.
    

    
      Lawrence, who uses the crossbow, knows the crossbow's power better.
    

    
      Leather armor is as good as nothing in front of a quarrel.
    

    
      Lawrence, turning his steps toward the forest, bit his lower lip.
    

    
      They don't fall off.
    

    
      Rather, they are following.
    

    
      As if the boy is prey.
    

    
      He changes his thought.
    

    
      He doesn't head to the clearing he looked at beforehand.
    

    
      He enters the forest he didn't enter thinking it dangerous.
    

    
      It's okay.
    

    
      The Spider Forest is located on the exact opposite side from here.
    

    
      By any chance, Forest Spiders won't come out.
    

    
      It's not that he didn't think in preparation for the worst case.
    

    
      However, as time passed, strength entered Lawrence's fist.
    

    
      It's not that he's scared.
    

    
      This sensation like a hot fireball filling his chest is....
    

    
      It was anger.
    

    
      How dare they target a wizard.
    

    
      Knowing what kind of existence a wizard is, they are targeting one.
    

    
      At the thought that not only he was looked down upon but magic itself was looked down upon, the boy could feel his chest being dyed with rage.
    

    
      I will make them regret.
    

    
      I will make them pay the price for ignoring a wizard fearlessly.
    

    
      Even if they cry and beg, he had no intention of forgiving them now.
    

    
      Once he entered the forest to some extent, Lawrence began to run.
    

    
      Gazes other than human were felt from the surroundings, but there was no time to care about such things.
    

    
      Running and running without looking back.
    

    
      Around the time breath filled up to his chin, he hid his body behind a giant tree as if sliding.
    

    
      First, he must count the opponent's number.
    

    
      There was no way he could formulate a coping method without knowing how many enemies there were.
    

    
      While catching his rough breath, he peeked to see if the pursuers revealed themselves.
    

    
      How much time passed?
    

    
      At the end of a long, long moment, a group appeared.
    

    
      "Fuck. Where did this bastard go?"
    

    
      "Seems he noticed and ran."
    

    
      "Wow. Wizards really know everything."
    

    
      Those spitting curses were mercenaries.
    

    
      That number is....
    

    
      Roughly exceeding twenty.
    

    
      At that number, Lawrence's thought became blank for an instant.
    

    
      Too many.
    

    
      He knew there were many people following, but this was many beyond imagination.
    

    
      "Rather, is it really true? That they give our share too?"
    

    
      "I told you. Wizard corpses sell incredibly expensively."
    

    
      "I didn't know the black market dealt in such things."
    

    
      "It's understandable. I heard it by chance too. It seems wizards research corpses among themselves. Something about mana or whatever. Really, not a single one isn't a crazy bastard."
    

    
      A reason he couldn't even imagine flowed from the mercenaries' mouths.
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      A wizard's corpse is money?
    

    
      And wizards research corpses among themselves?
    

    
      "So how much do they pay in the black market?"
    

    
      "Even if we all retire, we can play and eat until we die."
    

    
      "No way!"
    

    
      "Is that true? Just how much are they giving?"
    

    
      "I understand. I doubted my ears when I first heard it too. But at some point, it made sense. 
    

    
      Have you guys ever seen a wizard in your lives?"
    

    
      "……."
    

    
      The mercenaries, struck dumb, looked at each other.
    

    
      "None of us have had a short mercenary life, right? Yet, even we have never seen a wizard. Not until just a few days ago. Moreover, a wizard hunting monsters among mercenaries. If I hadn't seen it with my own two eyes, I wouldn't have believed it."
    

    
      "I also know roughly from rumors. I heard wizards are usually managed by the Magic Tower or Academy. Just appearing suddenly in a place like this is strange in itself."
    

    
      Everyone nodded as if agreeing.
    

    
      "At first, I was really surprised."
    

    
      "Right. How could we have imagined a wizard?"
    

    
      "Well, I also heard rumors that all wizards aren't sane. They say reading just magic books drives one or two crazy."
    

    
      "Then there's a possibility he became a criminal after going crazy."
    

    
      "Right. I also thought he was a wizard who escaped from the Magic Tower or Academy. So I looked into it, and the Magic Tower is always searching for runaway wizards."
    

    
      It was good to check, the mercenary added.
    

    
      "A wizard living as a fugitive."
    

    
      "Aha. So he caught spiders because he lacked money."
    

    
      "It's too strange to pass off as a coincidence, right? That's why I gathered you guys. Originally I could have gathered more. But because that guy shared the byproducts...."
    

    
      "Wait a minute. Then wouldn't it be better to hand him over to the Magic Tower to avoid future trouble? The Magic Tower's bounty should be quite decent."
    

    
      "There's a possibility he might not be a runaway wizard. I think there's no need to take the risk. If we fail to hand over the corpse to the black market, only we lose. To put it bluntly, the difference between the bounty and the black market reward is this much."
    

    
      Sounds of gasping were heard.
    

    
      That much? Really? Excited voices were heard.
    

    
      "We definitely have to hand him over to the black market."
    

    
      "Don't worry. Gathered like this, killing him is easy. Do you think it's different just because he's a wizard? Just slit his throat with a knife and he dies."
    

    
      "No need to use a knife. One shot from a crossbow is the end."
    

    
      "Heading to the forest on his own feet, seems the wizard isn't that smart either. No one watching. Isn't this totally asking to be killed?"
    

    
      "Wahaha. Would a wizard even treat mercenaries like us as humans? But he should watch his step. If we just stop him from using magic, he's a human just like us."
    

    
      "Right. Even if magic is scary, it takes a long time. In that time, if you slash with a knife, you could do it dozens of times more."
    

    
      Along with snickering laughter, murderous intent wriggled.
    

    
      "Finally retiring from mercenary life. When I go down to my hometown, I'll open a shop first."
    

    
      "For me, an inn. I'll roll around and play with waitresses to my heart's content."
    

    
      "Wake up. The moment they see your face, they'll all run away."
    

    
      "What, fuck? Honestly, aren't I on the handsome side?"
    

    
      He doesn't listen to the story anymore.
    

    
      Because he realized nothing changes by listening.
    

    
      Lawrence checked his equipment first.
    

    
      Recently going back and forth to the forest, encountering goblins and Under Wolves several times, he always carried weapons on his person.
    

    
      A crossbow and a short spear.
    

    
      There are 11 quarrels in hand.
    

    
      Since nearly 20 mercenaries have pursued him, even if he kills them all, 9 enemies survive.
    

    
      He also needs to prepare for when his aim misses.
    

    
      Against this many numbers, he has no confidence in recovering quarrels.
    

    
      It's different from monsters.
    

    
      The opponent is human. And mercenaries who have gone through all sorts of hardships.
    

    
      At the very least, compared to Lawrence who just started mercenary work, the experience cannot be compared.
    

    
      They are also wearing armor to avoid fatal wounds.
    

    
      Maybe if he succeeds in hitting where he aims.
    

    
      When he fails to hit, there was virtually no way to subdue them.
    

    
      Magic must be used as a trump card.
    

    
      If used, it's about the level of Shadow Spear handled from a safe distance.
    

    
      However, this time the opponent isn't as big as a Forest Spider.
    

    
      Even considering a large build, it's an ordinary person.
    

    
      As the target is small, he had to devote his heart and soul to aiming.
    

    
      What he had to keep in mind is the fact that as the maintenance time lengthens, the chest pain also doubles.
    

    
      Currently, casting Shadow Spear is limited to three or four times at most.
    

    
      This is also the line of maintaining chest pain, and from beyond that, a headache will surely be induced.
    

    
      As long as he is being chased, if a headache starts, it's the end.
    

    
      Setting aside casting magic, there was no way to survive from the point he became unable to run away.
    

    
      Anger at having his magic ignored still filled the boy's chest, but his calmed thoughts whispered what he had to do.
    

    
      He shouldn't misunderstand.
    

    
      Defeating mercenaries is merely one of the means.
    

    
      The important thing is to survive somehow and escape the forest.
    

    
      First, attacking recklessly isn't a good choice.
    

    
      The biggest advantage held in his hand now is that his location hasn't been discovered by them.
    

    
      There is no need to fight.
    

    
      If possible, it's best to escape the forest without a collision like this.
    

    
      If he can just arrive at the village, there are guards.
    

    
      No matter how blinded by money mercenaries are, they wouldn't be stupid enough to commit deeds in front of soldiers.
    

    
      However, the opponent isn't that foolish either.
    

    
      Since it's a thought even the boy's head can come up with, surely strict surveillance is taking place on the path heading to the village.
    

    
      There is no choice.
    

    
      Let's head further inside.
    

    
      No matter what, their reach wouldn't have extended to the other side of the forest.
    

    
      For now, that is the best move.
    

    
      He had to move while the sun was still up.
    

    
      Once darkness fell, it was safe to say there was practically no time.
    

    
      Because there is no way to navigate the forest. Not only does he have no torch in hand, but the moment he uses magic like Fire, his location will be discovered.
    

    
      Now, while the mercenaries are chatting, is the opportunity.
    

    
      One step, one step. He escapes carefully.
    

    
      After widening the distance to some extent, he began to speed up.
    

    
      Fortunately, the forest is wide.
    

    
      Since giant trees and bushes obstruct vision, he thought pursuit wouldn't be easy either.
    

    
      Rather, monsters that might be anywhere in the forest were more dangerous than the mercenaries following from behind.
    

    
      Fighting inevitably makes noise.
    

    
      Since he cannot handle magic, he had to use a spear or crossbow.
    

    
      Unless he discovered and dealt with them first, it was obvious the fight would roll into a terrible shape.
    

    
      Moreover, the aftermath is a problem.
    

    
      Leaving monster carcasses behind becomes a trace that Lawrence passed. Yet, he had no leeway to hide the carcasses now.
    

    
      Even racking his brain, no proper move came out.
    

    
      He advances while guarding the surroundings as much as possible.
    

    
      He keeps the spear and crossbow ready to draw anytime.
    

    
      How long did he move his steps?
    

    
      As the forest scenery that seemed like passing the same place again continued, his legs were heavy and he couldn't walk anymore.
    

    
      Sitting with his back to a tree, Lawrence took out the water skin.
    

    
      Drinking the lukewarm water gave him a little strength.
    

    
      The water skin is quite light.
    

    
      From now on, he might need to drink sparingly.
    

    
      He covers his eyes with the back of his hand.
    

    
      As his hot eyelids cooled, his head cleared.
    

    
      How much time has passed?
    

    
      Are the mercenaries still pursuing now?
    

    
      Since he came this far, isn't it okay to be relieved now?
    

    
      His head is dizzy.
    

    
      Being chased for his life by someone is a first-time experience.
    

    
      Fatigue he had never felt in his life took away Lawrence's stamina.
    

    
      It was fortunate that the monsters he encountered were few.
    

    
      He saw Under Wolves and goblins occasionally.
    

    
      Thanks to going around avoiding them, it hadn't led to major problems until now.
    

    
      Should he eat something?
    

    
      He's so tired he doesn't know if he's hungry or not.
    

    
      Still, he knows he must eat something to gain strength.
    

    
      This is a forest.
    

    
      If lucky, couldn't he discover something like fruit?
    

    
      It was when Lawrence, harboring a shred of expectation, looked around.
    

    
      "...He went far."
    

    
      "Is this really the right path? If it's not just my feeling, it seems we're continuously entering the forest."
    

    
      "Don't worry. Knowing this would happen, I brought a pro at tracking. Unless he disappears suddenly, he won't be able to escape even if he dies and wakes up again."
    

    
      "The forest speaks. The traces continue. Remember Mera. The wizard cannot escape. Just trust and follow me."
    

    
      "That's very reassuring."
    

    
      His mind froze cold.
    

    
      It wasn't the time to think about snacks.
    

    
      Before he knew it, mercenaries had followed right up close.
    

    
      Should he respond before it's too late?
    

    
      No. It's a reckless thought.
    

    
      Rash actions lead to irreversible events.
    

    
      Even here, he cannot confirm how many opponents there are.
    

    
      If they are waiting for Lawrence to come out exhausted while holding crossbows, the moment he attacks, he will become a hedgehog with quarrels.
    

    
      He shouldn't move carelessly.
    

    
      There is no next time. Since this is hide-and-seek with life at stake.
    

    
      He regains composure.
    

    
      At this rate, going out to the other side of the forest is meaningless.
    

    
      Rather, it's dangerous. The moment he steps onto an open road, he will fall to become the mercenaries' prey.
    

    
      It's not a problem solved by escaping blindly.
    

    
      To escape this crisis somehow....
    

    
      It seemed necessary to take some risks.
    

    
      He makes a decision.
    

    
      Lawrence turned his steps one more time.
    

    
      He advances in the direction he had been consciously avoiding.
    

    
      The forest is becoming dense.
    

    
      Giant trees whose height becomes increasingly immeasurable.
    

    
      Bushes emanating a somewhat sticky feeling began to cling to his feet repeatedly.
    

    
      Darkness like fog blocks the vision.
    

    
      Even the monsters he encountered occasionally were no longer seen at some point.
    

    
      A silent forest where not a single bug sound is heard.
    

    
      He felt he had entered a dangerous place.
    

    
      However, even though he took this much risk, the presence following from behind doesn't fall off.
    

    
      Are they that skilled in tracking?
    

    
      Or is Lawrence leaving a lot of traces?
    

    
      He doesn't know.
    

    
      He never learned how to walk the forest without leaving traces.
    

    
      Entering any further is dangerous.
    

    
      Now it's a landscape where it wouldn't be strange for a Forest Spider to appear anytime.
    

    
      He prepares for combat.
    

    
      He looks for a place where he can intercept.
    

    
      Leaning against a tree, Lawrence sat down as if collapsing.
    

    
      He has no sensation in his legs from walking so long.
    

    
      He felt a stinging pain as if his stomach was filled with lead.
    

    
      His soles were beyond painful, throbbing.
    

    
      Though he doesn't know for sure, blisters must have burst several times.
    

    
      It hurts.
    

    
      But it's not an unbearable level.
    

    
      Rather, this amount of pain is good for maintaining the string of tension.
    

    
      He puts aside complaining sounds.
    

    
      Contrary to his fatigued body, his concentration reached its peak.
    

    
      Only his consciousness, sharpened more than necessary, counted the breathing sounds.
    

    
      It's the right time.
    

    
      Having come this far, the mercenaries must have decreased a lot too.
    

    
      Next time exists only after surviving.
    

    
      He drank all the remaining water without sparing.
    

    
      Although the burning thirst wasn't fully quenched, the energy to fight returned.
    

    
      The first time is important.
    

    
      As much as he has to put effort into casting and aiming, Shadow Spear can only be used in the first ambush.
    

    
      If he can remove at least three or four mercenaries, it's the best.
    

    
      There is no need to kill.
    

    
      Just making them unable to fight was enough.
    

    
      "...It's dangerous. From here on, it's the Spider Forest."
    

    
      "It's okay. It's not the deep part yet. What kind of breed is a wizard? No matter how urgent, he wouldn't have gone to the area where Forest Spiders appear."
    

    
      "Agreed. Forest Spider traces here. Few."
    

    
      "You don't know that. Maybe in desperation, he intends to die with us."
    

    
      He checks where the voices are coming from.
    

    
      The number of mercenaries visible between the giant trees is roughly 8.
    

    
      Obscured by bushes, the exact number is unknown, but even considering blind spots, it didn't seem to exceed 10.
    

    
      It's a fortune amidst misfortune.
    

    
      After the pursuit, the mercenaries who were 20 decreased by half.
    

    
      With this, the role of Shadow Spear became even more important.
    

    
      The direction of the fight will be decided by the first magic.
    

    
      Lawrence, having confirmed the mercenaries' location, took a position.
    

    
      A place where three giant trees intersect like a triangle.
    

    
      Even if discovered, he can change position quickly.
    

    
      Covered by fog and bushes, the location isn't easily visible either.
    

    
      Even if he can't hide perfectly, he would be somewhat free from crossbow attacks.
    

    
      Even if it can't be helped in close quarters situations.
    

    
      He declines dying by being hit by a blind quarrel.
    

    
      The target he must aim for first is the man who has his face almost buried in the ground.
    

    
      The man revealing a bronze-tanned upper body was full of black tattoos all over his body.
    

    
      The face isn't clearly visible.
    

    
      But the occasional black shading allowed him to predict that the man's face was also engraved with all sorts of tattoos.
    

    
      Probably he is the tracker reading Lawrence's traces.
    

    
      Even assuming the worst by any chance, if he can just kill him, he might be able to shake off the pursuit.
    

    
      Kill.
    

    
      Killing a person.
    

    
      Then would this become his first murder?
    

    
      He didn't feel sentimental to the point of surprising himself.
    

    
      He recalled Renald anew.
    

    
      Thinking about it now, the cynical pilgrim's words were all correct.
    

    
      When my own life is flickering back and forth in front of me, other things don't matter anyway.
    

    
      Time spent worrying was nothing more or less than a luxury.
    

    
      A hollow laugh came out for no reason.
    

    
      Between the taut tension, a palm-sized composure was created.
    

    
      Lawrence, having steadied his mind, stretched both hands forward.
    

    
      "Shadow Spear."
    

    
      The world answered the boy's will.
    

    
      Shadows stuck to the giant trees rose.
    

    
      As if responding to the caster's heart that he must succeed, the shadows boasted a size much larger than usual.
    

    
      The process happened in an instant.
    

    
      The casting shadow transformed into the shape of a Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Just holding it so it wouldn't shoot off at will made his chest flutter.
    

    
      He felt the recoil became stronger as the size grew.
    

    
      He cannot hold it for long.
    

    
      It's not a fight ending with a single shot.
    

    
      He had to control the limit thinking about what comes after.
    

    
      Still, it's okay.
    

    
      Because the mercenaries haven't noticed Lawrence yet.
    

    
      No one could deny that now is the best opportunity.
    

    
      He endured for a long time.
    

    
      Now it was time for them to pay the price for ignoring a wizard.
    

    
      Before long, Lawrence, having finished aiming, threw the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      "...!? Dodge!"
    

    
      Who was it that shouted the warning?
    

    
      When they saw the flying Shadow Spear, it was already too late.
    

    
      The shadow spear containing the boy's rage blew away the mercenaries gathered on that spot.
    

    
      "It's a wizard!"
    

    
      The shout close to a scream was dyed with fear.
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      That was a stroke of luck Lawrence hadn't expected.
    

    
      A small explosion.
    

    
      The dust raised by the Shadow Spear created a sort of smokescreen.
    

    
      He couldn't help but use this situation.
    

    
      “This shit!”
    

    
      “Aaaagh! My leg! My leeeeg!”
    

    
      “Where was it shot from? Check the Wizard first!”
    

    
      Lawrence cast Shadow Spear again.
    

    
      Aiming.
    

    
      Not needed.
    

    
      It wasn't because he could see.
    

    
      Because screams were heard in the thick dust.
    

    
      “Someone pick up my leg!”
    

    
      “Get the potion out first! Someone attach that bastard's leg!”
    

    
      Sympathy did not sprout.
    

    
      If the reaction was late, the one screaming would have been the boy.
    

    
      It is all self-inflicted.
    

    
      Lawrence's anger, suffering from this terrible pursuit, had already reached its limit.
    

    
      Shadow Spear answered his anger.
    

    
      The shadow spear flew toward the enemy as soon as it took shape.
    

    
      Second throw.
    

    
      As the explosion sound subsided, the screams also quieted down.
    

    
      He checks the pain in his chest.
    

    
      The pain is not as deep as thought.
    

    
      Should I cast one more time?
    

    
      No. This is excessive no matter how I think about it.
    

    
      Originally, Shadow Spear was thought to be enough with one time.
    

    
      Since time was taken to cast magic, he saw it better to watch the surroundings.
    

    
      Lawrence reached for the Crossbow.
    

    
      The ambush was successful.
    

    
      However, Shadow Spear is not perfect either.
    

    
      Surely there must be Mercenaries not caught in the magic.
    

    
      Furthermore, he cast a second Shadow Spear.
    

    
      It was enough time for this side's location to be discovered.
    

    
      That prediction was not wrong.
    

    
      An unsettling movement was caught in the boy's gaze, who was assuming the worst case.
    

    
      Something reminiscent of a wild beast was jumping in.
    

    
      “Fi, Fire Tail!”
    

    
      He cast magic almost reflexively.
    

    
      The whip of fire struck the pouncing beast.
    

    
      Slash!
    

    
      A disgusting smell pierces the nose.
    

    
      With the sound of flesh burning, the beast split apart.
    

    
      Blood did not spur.
    

    
      The cut surface exposed to the whip of fire dripped flesh as if melting.
    

    
      “Me…. Ra….”
    

    
      What is this guy?
    

    
      Even though it's not the situation, thoughts are not settled.
    

    
      Rough breathing represented the confused head, showing how surprised he was.
    

    
      But the panic was momentary.
    

    
      Soon regaining his mind, Lawrence checked the guy.
    

    
      Blackly charred arms and legs.
    

    
      Body stained with blood and wounds.
    

    
      A black tattoo was visible on the face stained with fear and pain.
    

    
      That thing that pounced like a wild beast was a human.
    

    
      It is that guy.
    

    
      The chaser Lawrence aimed at with Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Don't tell me he didn't die?
    

    
      Even after getting hit by Shadow Spear?
    

    
      What's more surprising is that he jumped here in this state.
    

    
      Even this distance.
    

    
      By accurately figuring out Lawrence's location.
    

    
      His spine chilled.
    

    
      It wasn't the time to be arrogant about the power of magic.
    

    
      Monster-like guy.
    

    
      Wake up. The chasers are all Mercenaries.
    

    
      They are not people whom anyone can be thought of lightly.
    

    
      He took back the Crossbow he had thrown down.
    

    
      Four Mercenaries were visible where the dust settled.
    

    
      Not sure if all died.
    

    
      Seeing them leak painful groans, there are definitely guys with lives attached.
    

    
      However, in the point that they can't move from that spot anymore, they weren't threatening anymore.
    

    
      Counting the chaser who died here, a total of five have fallen.
    

    
      Three.
    

    
      Still three Mercenaries are alive.
    

    
      He looked around hurriedly.
    

    
      Where did the living ones go?
    

    
      Can't see them. Just as Lawrence hid his body, the surviving Mercenaries are also using this environment.
    

    
      Damn it.
    

    
      Curses surged from under the throat.
    

    
      Thoughts were short.
    

    
      Being flustered by the ambush, he forgot the really important thing.
    

    
      It was too late to regret.
    

    
      Lawrence, having gathered his thoughts, carefully raised his body.
    

    
      No other movement is visible around.
    

    
      Perhaps they are also keeping their senses sharp on the boy's movement.
    

    
      High probability this place is caught.
    

    
      The chaser's corpse aside, using Fire Tail is the problem. Fire is a lamp that shows more clearly than anything in this darkness.
    

    
      Escape carefully as much as possible not to be caught.
    

    
      If going to the place seen in advance, he could deceive eyes for a moment.
    

    
      The moment the foot touched the ground, terrible pain spread.
    

    
      Lawrence inadvertently lowered his body at the pain of his sole tearing.
    

    
      Ping, something passed over the head.
    

    
      Hurriedly fell to the spot as if lying down.
    

    
      Raising his gaze carefully, a single Quarrel was stuck in the tree and trembling.
    

    
      Ear is hot as if burnt by fire.
    

    
      Blood flowing between fingers took on a vivid red color.
    

    
      The thought that he barely survived grazed his mind.
    

    
      “Fuck.”
    

    
      A curse was heard from somewhere.
    

    
      Not far.
    

    
      Right up. Must be behind the rock.
    

    
      Body shape is not visible.
    

    
      But couldn't hide the Crossbow.
    

    
      Lawrence crawled on the floor desperately.
    

    
      The fishy taste of dirt felt in the mouth awakened reality.
    

    
      Coldly frozen thought whispered.
    

    
      Almost died.
    

    
      If the foot didn't hurt at that moment, surely died.
    

    
      A coincidence not coincidence saved the boy by a paper-thin margin.
    

    
      Joy of survival was soon substituted with anger.
    

    
      Lawrence, having chewed dirt, cast Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Nothing changes by believing in things like rocks.
    

    
      I will show directly how strong the Wizard you ignored is.
    

    
      The shadow spear that finished the process in an instant shattered the rock.
    

    
      “…?!”
    

    
      Even a death cry did not ring.
    

    
      The Mercenary shattered with the rock lay on the ground and was silent.
    

    
      Chest pain deepens.
    

    
      If it hurts this much, movement is hindered even if not headache.
    

    
      Still, there was value in pushing it.
    

    
      Now remaining enemies are two.
    

    
      This time I won't move.
    

    
      Anyway, the fact I am here is known, and no need to reveal myself against only two enemies.
    

    
      Just now realized the scariness of Crossbow with the body.
    

    
      Rather safer not to move.
    

    
      If hiding here, enemies have to come whether they like it or not.
    

    
      Can intercept moving enemies with Crossbow or cast Fire Tail if close.
    

    
      Already Mercenary count reduced to 2.
    

    
      Even if they are skilled opponents. Don't think they will surpass Fire Tail speed in close combat.
    

    
      Can be certain.
    

    
      The most dangerous enemy among Mercenaries was the chaser.
    

    
      That absurd movement. The speed mistaken for a wild beast was a scary opponent enough to sense death for a moment.
    

    
      On the other hand, other Mercenaries are not like that.
    

    
      If not exposed to Crossbow, victory is on this side.
    

    
      They must know that too.
    

    
      That's why they are silent without revealing themselves.
    

    
      Delaying time is advantageous for Lawrence.
    

    
      If pain subsides, can cast Shadow Spear again.
    

    
      Just need the guys tired of waiting to move.
    

    
      Trees or rocks are not a problem.
    

    
      If location is specified, can blow away with Shadow Spear.
    

    
      But situation didn't flow as Lawrence wanted.
    

    
      In a situation where no one moved, that uninvited guest suddenly came down from the tree.
    

    
      “It's a Forest Spider!”
    

    
      The one screaming is a still alive Mercenary.
    

    
      Exactly the survivor caught in the first Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Forest Spider started approaching the guy barely alive.
    

    
      “Do, don't come! Fuck! Don't come!”
    

    
      Vain resistance.
    

    
      Forest Spider lightly avoided the sword swung with one hand and stabbed the Mercenary with Paralysis Needle.
    

    
      “Da, d-damn i-it. Li, like th-this....”
    

    
      Unclear voice.
    

    
      Disconnected words.
    

    
      Mercenary reached paralysis in an instant.
    

    
      Forest Spider caught the immobile prey.
    

    
      White web spews from the rear.
    

    
      Soon the Mercenary turned into a white cocoon.
    

    
      Mercenaries who already became cold corpses are the same.
    

    
      Forest Spiders come down from trees.
    

    
      Like taking daily food, they made Mercenaries into cocoons and took them.
    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    
      “Everyone get out!”
    

    
      But an unexpected thing happened.
    

    
      Noisy sounds rose from the rear where Mercenaries were gathered.
    

    
      A while later, along with weapon sounds, the spider's unique tearing shriek rang.
    

    
      Only then Lawrence understood the situation.
    

    
      Inside head froze coldly.
    

    
      Enemies were not just 8.
    

    
      These are, so to speak, the advance party.
    

    
      Guys who left first to specify opponent's location.
    

    
      Then in the rear, there must have been more enemies not yet arrived.
    

    
      Close to max 12 Mercenaries.
    

    
      Used full power without knowing that fact.
    

    
      If he waited until stamina recovered....
    

    
      Body trembled.
    

    
      Terrible.
    

    
      Fortunate that Forest Spider stepped in.
    

    
      Of course, that's the story when surviving here.
    

    
      Covering mouth, Lawrence killed breath sound.
    

    
      So breath wouldn't leak.
    

    
      To not be caught by the master of this forest.
    

    
      Different from Mercenaries.
    

    
      If dragged by Forest Spider, it doesn't end with dying.
    

    
      Couldn't even guess what would happen while alive.
    

    
      Mercenaries not involved in this situation must be thinking so.
    

    
      Not going to help even though noticing the disaster in the rear must be for that reason.
    

    
      Eventually, until screams quieted, no Mercenary revealed themselves.
    

    
      I understand.
    

    
      Must have life attached to take money.
    

    
      Look around, especially watch the trees.
    

    
      Like in the prepared hunting ground, Forest Spiders acted on trees.
    

    
      If they come, they will come from trees, not below.
    

    
      Fortunately, because of holding breath, Forest Spiders taking Mercenaries didn't notice Lawrence.
    

    
      Soon their figures disappeared up the trees.
    

    
      Passed the dangerous crisis.
    

    
      Time to move slowly.
    

    
      Must get out before master of forest returns.
    

    
      However, the problem is the two surviving Mercenaries.
    

    
      What should I do?
    

    
      As if reading Lawrence's worry, a voice lit up the darkness.
    

    
      “It's a truce, Wizard! We won't aim at you anymore.”
    

    
      Voice heard from left giant tree.
    

    
      Half-rotted tree. Exactly started behind that.
    

    
      “You don't want to die to Forest Spider either, right? We are the same. Let's forget grudges for a moment and get out of here first.”
    

    
      Even so, Mercenaries seemed to want to avoid the ending of becoming Forest Spider prey.
    

    
      It was understandable.
    

    
      Didn't they see what happened to Mercenaries right in front of eyes?
    

    
      It was a scene creepy enough to make Lawrence pale.
    

    
      They wouldn't feel different.
    

    
      “How do I trust you?”
    

    
      “If you don't want to believe, you don't have to. Instead, we will leave here first, so just don't attack.”
    

    
      “Honestly, Rio and I have no grudge against you, Wizard. Guys who led this raid are already all dead.”
    

    
      Voice coming from same place.
    

    
      As if really unfair, he appealed with pitiful tone.
    

    
      However, Lawrence's eyes were cold.
    

    
      Whether the Mercenaries' proposal is true or false, nothing changes.
    

    
      People are not to be trusted.
    

    
      Furthermore, trying to fix and use a person is even more out of the question.
    

    
      Already Mercenaries blinded by money pursued here.
    

    
      No intention to believe excuses that don't make sense.
    

    
      “Good. Instead, I move first. I won't go that way. I will go around the forest to leave, so wait there for 1 minute. Then I won't attack either.”
    

    
      “Good. Deal established.”
    

    
      “Good that words get through. If we get out alive, let's forget this.”
    

    
      Bullshit not even funny.
    

    
      Lawrence cast Shadow Spear immediately.
    

    
      Opposite to the first big one.
    

    
      Make it as small as possible but with max power.
    

    
      To not be caught casting magic.
    

    
      Fortunately no sign of them moving.
    

    
      No hesitation.
    

    
      As if blowing away headache, Lawrence threw Shadow Spear at the giant tree where two Mercenaries hid.
    

    
      “Wha...?!”
    

    
      “Damn...!”
    

    
      Giant tree pierced with not small sound.
    

    
      Two Mercenaries hiding behind tree were thrown like trash.
    

    
      One instant death.
    

    
      One half body blown away but still conscious.
    

    
      “Th, this shit.... Bastard....”
    

    
      No need to care.
    

    
      Hearing this sound, Forest Spider will return.
    

    
      Must leave before that.
    

    
      Lawrence threw them as bait and hurriedly moved steps.
    

    
      Numb legs heavy like lead.
    

    
      Pain from feet was enough to make tears.
    

    
      Still had to walk.
    

    
      If wanted to live, shouldn't stop feet.
    

    
      Run and run.
    

    
      Terrible scream rang from behind, but didn't look back.
    

    
      Hazy blurring vision is painful.
    

    
      Tears kept pouring out for some reason.
    

    
      Already dying of pain, but forest path keeps holding on.
    

    
      Throbbing headache made thoughts complex.
    

    
      Didn't feel real that I killed people.
    

    
      Is murder originally like this?
    

    
      No. This is too different from normal situations.
    

    
      Because I killed all with magic, not directly with hands.
    

    
      Why did things become like this?
    

    
      Don't know. In the ash pile where anger was extinguished, only unknown emotions swirled murkily.
    

    
      Want to rest.
    

    
      Don't want to think anything anymore.
    

    
      Just wanted to close eyes and sleep quickly.
    

    
      For some reason, Red Eyes' words kept coming up in mind.
    

    
      That excessive miracles always come with a price.
    

    
      He was so resentful of himself for not being able to deny those words.
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      I am dreaming.
    

    
      Not of the Astral World I have become used to, but a maze without an exit.
    

    
      The back alleys of those days were the playground of Lawrence and his friends.
    

    
      Slowpoke Titu, who always followed from behind.
    

    
      Skinny John, who ran nimbly and quickly at the front.
    

    
      Foolish Baril, who hated anyone getting hurt.
    

    
      Big Haman, who couldn't keep up despite his enthusiasm.
    

    
      The Leader standing in front of everyone was smiling.
    

    
      The alleyway that continued endlessly.
    

    
      No matter how much we ran, the end of the dirty back alley was not visible.
    

    
      My heart always pounded, feeling that a new world would appear if we escaped the narrow corner.
    

    
      The rascal gang of Hilton Village was exactly us.
    

    
      Always hungry, we drove trouble around every day.
    

    
      “Why do we have to do that?”
    

    
      “To live. Otherwise, we’ll all be caught by tomorrow.”
    

    
      The target was a peddler visiting the village.
    

    
      What we touched was the minimum amount of food. We did not steal money directly.
    

    
      Using money was a problem, but reaching for money would also change the villagers' gaze.
    

    
      Thinking about it now, it seems the Leader knew the boundary of the line that should not be crossed very well.
    

    
      Things didn't always go well.
    

    
      Especially Slowpoke Titu and Big Haman were slow on their feet, so they didn't suit the job of stealing items directly.
    

    
      Still, it was okay.
    

    
      Because we had the Leader.
    

    
      “Everyone has things they are good at and things they are bad at.”
    

    
      “But we aren't being any help.”
    

    
      “Why aren't you being helpful? Titu. You have good eyes, so keep a lookout for other people coming when we do the job. Haman. You are big, so if the peddler chases us, push the cart.”
    

    
      Role distribution was carried out smoothly.
    

    
      There were frequent mistakes at first, but matching their coordination every time, the children got used to it quickly.
    

    
      “So where are we going?”
    

    
      “Follow me. I found a usable place.”
    

    
      The building the Leader found was the house Baril wanted.
    

    
      “It’s a house!”
    

    
      A place to avoid rain and wind.
    

    
      A small space where adults couldn't enter was our nest.
    

    
      “What is that, Leader?”
    

    
      “A drawing that says this is our house. We should have at least one thing like this.”
    

    
      “You mean that thing nobles use? Cool.”
    

    
      We laughed looking at the drawing drawn on a dirty piece of cloth.
    

    
      “Rumors are rife in the village that a rich peddler is coming.”
    

    
      “Will there be a lot of meat too?”
    

    
      “Are you talking about meat again, Lawrence?”
    

    
      “Why? Meat is good. After eating it, the stomach feels full, so it's okay to starve for a meal or two.”
    

    
      “You really…. Never mind. I was wrong.”
    

    
      Lawrence tilted his head.
    

    
      He thought perhaps John couldn't understand because his stomach filled up quickly even if he ate little.
    

    
      “No. The risk is too big. If he really belongs to a guild, he might report us and chase us to the end.”
    

    
      “Really? If the Leader says so, then it can't be helped.”
    

    
      “Got it. Then let’s target another peddler.”
    

    
      No one talks back to the Leader's words.
    

    
      Deciding the target and making the plan is all done by the Leader.
    

    
      If such a Leader is bothered by something, it means it is really dangerous.
    

    
      “Lawrence.”
    

    
      “Huh? Why? Leader.”
    

    
      The Leader called Lawrence separately.
    

    
      “Can you look into it once? The peddlers visiting this time.”
    

    
      “No problem. What do I need to find out?”
    

    
      “Just this and that. You know the inn Edrick runs. Since peddlers usually come there a lot, you will be able to know what they are actually like.”
    

    
      “You mean Edrick's inn? Okay. I’ll find out as much as possible.”
    

    
      It wasn't a particularly difficult task.
    

    
      Above all, that place was also where Lawrence had once been indebted.
    

    
      “You have to be careful. If it’s dangerous, run away unconditionally. Got it?”
    

    
      “What are you worrying so much for. I won't be slow like Haman.”
    

    
      “I heard everything, Lawrence! Even though you eat incredibly much!”
    

    
      “Yeah. I eat a lot. Still, I’m faster than you, right?”
    

    
      “You…!”
    

    
      Haman stood up from his seat.
    

    
      Seeing the guy running over, Lawrence ran away quickly.
    

    
      “You're dead if caught!”
    

    
      “Can you even catch me?”
    

    
      The friends who saw the two running out of the house burst into laughter.
    

    
      Small daily life.
    

    
      Faded memories that will not return now.
    

    
      Lawrence was cherishing everyone's laughter in a box inside his heart.
    

    
      No matter how hard it is, I must not forget.
    

    
      Because as long as I remember, my friends were not forgotten.
    

    
      But why did I suddenly dream of my friends?
    

    
      …I don't know.
    

    
      The tears do not stop.
    

    
      Just because the laughter of friends seen after a long time was dazzling.
    

    
      When he came to his senses, the boy was sobbing.
    

    
      The hazy head is heavy.
    

    
      The throbbing headache still hadn't disappeared.
    

    
      The drooping body screamed continuously, perhaps having had a fever overnight.
    

    
      I don't want to move.
    

    
      I want to sleep again.
    

    
      I wanted to see my longing friends more.
    

    
      Loneliness pierced deep.
    

    
      Lawrence, who had nowhere to lean on, was a loner.
    

    
      If he closed his eyes now, he might be able to see the continuation of the dream.
    

    
      I hate being alone.
    

    
      I wanted to be with everyone just a little longer.
    

    
      However, the consciousness that began to surface refused sleep.
    

    
      Something was strange.
    

    
      Despite barely opening his eyes, nothing was visible.
    

    
      I am in darkness.
    

    
      I am left all alone in the darkness where not an inch ahead is visible.
    

    
      It is not a dream.
    

    
      This is reality.
    

    
      The mind that was drunk on sleep snapped awake.
    

    
      Where is this?
    

    
      Did I return to the lodging yesterday?
    

    
      Tracing memories.
    

    
      He remembers he was definitely escaping the spider forest.
    

    
      The body that complained of pain was in the worst condition.
    

    
      A black scab formed on the ear grazed by the Quarrel.
    

    
      Due to using magic too much, the headache and chest pain had reached almost the limit.
    

    
      It seems he collapsed without being able to escape the forest.
    

    
      He just hadn't realized.
    

    
      Due to suffering from the persistent pursuit, the boy's mind and body were driven to a cliff.
    

    
      In the meantime, his two eyes adapted to the darkness.
    

    
      The field of view widens.
    

    
      The usual familiar giant trees came into view one by one.
    

    
      He vaguely thought it might be so.
    

    
      As expected, he hasn't escaped the forest yet.
    

    
      Still, since he walked continuously before losing consciousness, the outside should be visible sooner or later.
    

    
      Lawrence, who rose from his spot, started walking again.
    

    
      It wasn't that there was no pain, but it was bearable enough to walk at this level.
    

    
      Rather, having a fever was fortunate.
    

    
      Since the inside of his head was gone, the pain was relatively less.
    

    
      But no matter how much he walked, the path did not appear.
    

    
      Rather, the scenery of the forest began to change terribly.
    

    
      Giant trees becoming increasingly more dreary.
    

    
      White spider webs gradually increased on the ground touching the trees.
    

    
      Even though he turned direction to the opposite side when spider webs were seen, the scenery in front of his eyes did not change.
    

    
      It seems he lost his way.
    

    
      This is trouble. Judging by the surrounding environment, this place is clearly the territory of the Forest Spiders.
    

    
      And not the outside, but the deep part.
    

    
      The spider webs cast between trees are only getting bigger.
    

    
      Shh-shh.
    

    
      Hearing strange sounds from above is not just a feeling.
    

    
      However, no matter how stifling, he could not look up.
    

    
      It is better not to look.
    

    
      Because a near-certain intuition kept emitting warnings.
    

    
      How many more steps did he take, forgetting hunger and thirst?
    

    
      Suddenly, a massive wall blocked the front.
    

    
      Looking up, a building that did not suit the forest was there.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The unmanaged building didn't have a single intact place.
    

    
      Because roots and tree trunks were wildly entangled, it looked not like a building but like a part of the forest.
    

    
      The first thought was a question.
    

    
      Why is a structure like this in the Spider Forest?
    

    
      And in the deep part where human footsteps do not reach, at that.
    

    
      A good premonition does not come.
    

    
      There is a reason for an abandoned building.
    

    
      Above all, since it is in the territory of Forest Spiders.
    

    
      He could easily predict what would be inside.
    

    
      Going back is correct.
    

    
      Since he knew this direction was the deep part, if he went back as is, he would be able to find the path out of the forest too.
    

    
      It was the moment Lawrence, having made up his mind, was about to turn his back.
    

    
      Something was seen in a corner of his vision.
    

    
      At first, he thought he saw wrong.
    

    
      Because it was an object that had no connection with the Spider Forest where human footsteps do not reach.
    

    
      But after crouching down and picking it up, laughter came out.
    

    
      No. It is not just laughter coming out.
    

    
      Perhaps because it hadn't dried yet, a single drop of tear flowed down.
    

    
      So the laughter did not stop.
    

    
      Because he was so glad.
    

    
      Because it felt like all this suffering was for this encounter.
    

    
      Are you here now?
    

    
      It felt like a blunt voice was heard.
    

    
      Tobacco covered in spider webs and slime.
    

    
      Warmth that shouldn't exist was felt from the tobacco that seemed like it would crumble if squeezed hard.
    

    
      Above the structure where the tobacco fell, an intersecting Holy Cross was visible.
    

    
      Symbol of the Holy Cross Order.
    

    
      This structure was not an abandoned building.
    

    
      The Holy Land that Renald said was at the end of the pilgrimage.
    

    
      The Holy Land of the Holy Cross Order was in front of Lawrence's eyes.
    

    
      “Even so, you shouldn't throw tobacco in the Holy Land, Renald.”
    

    
      A monologue flowed out inadvertently.
    

    
      He doesn't know if the cynical pilgrim really left this.
    

    
      However, there is a saying in the teachings of the Order.
    

    
      That if coincidences continue, it is a miracle arranged by the Goddess.
    

    
      Finally, the long, long tears stopped.
    

    
      He was no longer lonely.
    

    
      Lawrence was not alone.
    

    
      Friends are no longer here, but new connections were blooming on the path the boy advanced.
    

    
      Once he poured out the bruise pooled in his heart,
    

    
      It felt like the inside of his head, suffering from fever, became refreshed.
    

    
      There was no hesitation.
    

    
      Lawrence, having picked up the dried and twisted tobacco, entered the Holy Land.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The Holy Land was submerged in darkness.
    

    
      Occasionally, faint light entered through the cracks of the collapsed ceiling.
    

    
      The passage revealed between the halo of light was full of dust and spider webs.
    

    
      Thick dust rose every time he walked.
    

    
      He doesn't know how long it has been neglected.
    

    
      10 years? 20 years?
    

    
      Or perhaps even more years might have passed.
    

    
      The internal situation was severe enough that such thoughts occurred naturally.
    

    
      The overall structure was similar to St. Charmant Monastery.
    

    
      Rooms are prepared on the left and right of the corridor that continued straight.
    

    
      Beyond the worn-out doors, roughly collapsed spaces were glimpsed.
    

    
      Crawling inside were the usual bugs with many legs.
    

    
      The Holy Land where people disappeared had turned into a den of bugs.
    

    
      On one hand, it was fortunate.
    

    
      That bugs occupied the Holy Land meant that Forest Spiders could not enter up to here.
    

    
      At least the Holy Land was safe.
    

    
      ...Indeed, considering their bodies, it was natural.
    

    
      If a structure built for humans fit monsters, it would be rather strange.
    

    
      There is no need to forcefully check inside the rooms.
    

    
      He doesn't know if the space inside is wide or small, but even if there is something, it would be far from an intact form.
    

    
      He didn't enter here to examine such things.
    

    
      Now, he is just following the footsteps of the miracle granted by the Goddess.
    

    
      As if guiding the way, abandoned tobacco continued in the corridor.
    

    
      Following the guide in his heart, he arrived at the end of the corridor before he knew it.
    

    
      A giant pure white door.
    

    
      Only by tilting his head high could the end be barely seen.
    

    
      The door entangled with tree roots and spider webs was in a half-destroyed state, just like the rooms seen in the corridor.
    

    
      The tobacco stopped in front of the door.
    

    
      A faint halo of light was coming out from the crack in the door.
    

    
      That looked like a revelation of the Goddess inviting a visitor.
    

    
      He knows it is nonsense.
    

    
      A miracle is a miracle because it doesn't happen.
    

    
      It must be sunlight seeping through the door crack escaping.
    

    
      However, wouldn't it be okay to believe in a miracle just once?
    

    
      Because Lawrence was also a believer who believed in Goddess Belche.
    

    
      The boy, who worried for a moment, headed toward the broken door crack.
    

    
      Anyway, since he came this far, there was no option to go back.
    

    
      Lawrence pushed his body into the door crack.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Inadvertently, he marveled, forgetting where this was.
    

    
      A space like a chapel unfolded inside the door.
    

    
      Broken chapel chairs and a platform.
    

    
      With half the ceiling also blown away, a wildly grown giant tree eroded into the inside of the chapel.
    

    
      The second floor, collapsed under the pressure of the giant tree, had sunk to the first floor, and the structures beneath it were all collapsed from one to ten.
    

    
      If St. Charmant Monastery were abandoned by people and tens, hundreds of years flowed, wouldn't it look like this?
    

    
      However, the admiration did not continue long.
    

    
      Because a monster of unknown identity was hanging on the ceiling where only half remained.
    

    
      That thing replacing the chandelier was a Forest Spider of immeasurable size.
    

    
      He hurriedly hid his body behind a chair.
    

    
      Surely, I wasn't caught, right?
    

    
      He carefully sticks his head out.
    

    
      The giant Forest Spider leaning its body on the giant tree that entered the chapel did not even twitch.
    

    
      No. He doesn't even know if it's alive in the first place.
    

    
      Below the guy, spider webs layered several times were spread out, and the spider webs were full of poor prey that appeared to be caught by the guy.
    

    
      Were the Forest Spiders bringing game here perhaps?
    

    
      That thought soon turned into conviction.
    

    
      Because a Forest Spider that came in riding the giant tree threw fresh prey onto the spider web and left.
    

    
      However, the giant Forest Spider does not move.
    

    
      Even if the prey caught in the spider web struggles, it does not show interest.
    

    
      Soon, as the exhausted prey went limp, Lawrence carefully came out from the chair.
    

    
      Now is the chance.
    

    
      The halo of light that flowed from the door crack is flowing from the front of the chapel.
    

    
      Exactly behind the Goddess Statue with the head destroyed.
    

    
      He doesn't know if it's light coming from the broken stained glass.
    

    
      He just felt that something of unknown identity was calling from there.
    

    
      He crawled on all fours carefully through the chapel.
    

    
      Must be as careful as possible not to make sound.
    

    
      The Forest Spider on the ceiling must not notice the boy crawling on the floor.
    

    
      Rustle.
    

    
      Some sound was heard from above.
    

    
      Lawrence stuck to the floor like a dead frog.
    

    
      If the guy opened its eyes, he had to look like prey fallen from the spider web.
    

    
      That judgment was not wrong.
    

    
      With half-opened squinted eyes, the giant Forest Spider moving was seen.
    

    
      The guy pulled the spider web and brought the prey to the front.
    

    
      “Aaaagh!”
    

    
      A sorrowful scream rang.
    

    
      Whether not dead yet, the fresh prey fell to become the guy's single meal.
    

    
      The prey eaten all up fell to the chapel.
    

    
      Even though the height was considerable, the sound wasn't that loud.
    

    
      The guy revealed between spider webs had turned into a shriveled corpse as if all blood was sucked out.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      He barely swallowed a sound at that terrible appearance.
    

    
      It was a little while after that that Lawrence regained the energy to crawl again.
    

    
      Let's not rush.
    

    
      Must not rush.
    

    
      He repeats and repeats inside.
    

    
      The appearance of the prey seen just a little ago kept coming up.
    

    
      Just need not to be caught.
    

    
      The guy won't notice.
    

    
      He muttered in his heart several times.
    

    
      If a sound was heard, he acted dead, and if something seemed to move above, he stopped his two feet.
    

    
      1 second feels like 1 minute.
    

    
      1 minute felt like 1 hour.
    

    
      And the boy arrived at a place that felt like he would never reach.
    

    
      A hand covered in dust touched the old platform.
    

    
      He hurries around to the back of the destroyed Goddess Statue.
    

    
      Lawrence's thought was right.
    

    
      What was emitting this faint halo of light wasn't the broken stained glass.
    

    
      The inside of the Goddess Statue.
    

    
      A halo of light of unknown identity was coming out from the inside of the Goddess Statue with the head destroyed.
    

    
      He tries placing his hand lightly.
    

    
      For some reason, warmth seems to be felt.
    

    
      What on earth is this?
    

    
      Is it a type of magic?
    

    
      It is a phenomenon Lawrence is seeing for the first time in his life.
    

    
      No. Since it's a Holy Land, is it correct to call it a miracle?
    

    
      As if led by the light, he slowly examined the inside of the Goddess Statue.
    

    
      It is not blinding.
    

    
      It is true that it sparkles, but it doesn't look particularly dangerous.
    

    
      Seeing that warmth is felt, could it be fire?
    

    
      Then wouldn't it be dangerous if touched?
    

    
      Confused thoughts continue.
    

    
      However, soon curiosity won over all of that.
    

    
      It was when Lawrence, having gathered his mind, reached out his hand.
    

    
      Something coming out from inside the Goddess Statue grabbed the boy.
    

    
      “Uh…?”
    

    
      There was no time to take a reaction.
    

    
      Lawrence was sucked into the inside of the Goddess Statue, grabbed by an irresistible force.
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      Chapter 23 : The crack in the realm  
    

    
      He was buried in a wave of stars.
    

    
      A space where the end could not be found no matter where one looked.
    

    
      The direction to move forward is not visible.
    

    
      Nor can it be known where the path lies.
    

    
      In this flow of vast stars, the boy was merely a tiny, tiny crumb.
    

    
      Yet, his eyes clearly faced forward.
    

    
      This does not mean his physical naked eyes.
    

    
      Perhaps this is the Eyes to see.
    

    
      Another eye that an ordinary person cannot possess.
    

    
      It was accepting a phenomenon of a higher dimension.
    

    
      That caused a greater load on his mind.
    

    
      If it were not visible, there would be no reason to see it.
    

    
      Something transcending human understanding swirled endlessly before his eyes.
    

    
      Inside the head melts, and melts in.
    

    
      The boy's existence lost its form and was swept away by the wave of stars.
    

    
      A mere human cannot resist that flow.
    

    
      He simply flows along like a part of a natural phenomenon.
    

    
      …A shadow falls at the end of the endless stars.
    

    
      Finally, that thing inside the stars 「observed」 Lawrence.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The aimless journey of stars came to an end.
    

    
      Lawrence, having regained consciousness, could not remember what he saw in the flow of stars or what he faced.
    

    
      He only felt his lightened body.
    

    
      There is no headache.
    

    
      The fever that made his head hazy.
    

    
      The pain that tormented his whole body so much was also not felt.
    

    
      He slowly exhales the breath he inhaled deeply.
    

    
      White breath leaked from his mouth due to the chilly cold.
    

    
      He pulled the robe, which had felt so hot, tighter.
    

    
      He was certain.
    

    
      This is the Astral World.
    

    
      He learned it for the first time. That he could come to the Astral World in this way, not through a dream.
    

    
      To think the broken Goddess Statue was an entrance leading to the Astral World.
    

    
      It was something incomprehensible by Lawrence's common sense.
    

    
      If he isn't grateful.
    

    
      It seems that halo of light was a signal sent by a neighbor of the Astral World.
    

    
      Perhaps they surely wanted to save the boy who fell into crisis?
    

    
      Even if the truth was different, he wanted to believe so.
    

    
      First, he looked around.
    

    
      As the Astral World always is, the scenery unfolded before his eyes was mysterious.
    

    
      In contrast to the outside being summer, this place was winter.
    

    
      A kingdom of pure white snow where perpetual snow is piled up.
    

    
      Rugged mountain ranges and the canyon continuing through the gaps.
    

    
      Trees with a unique ecology form a forest.
    

    
      Nameless snowflakes bloomed on tree branches.
    

    
      The valley untouched by human hands was full of mountain beasts.
    

    
      The mountain beasts running around do not fear the boy.
    

    
      They are not ordinary mountain beasts.
    

    
      These children are also neighbors of the Astral World.
    

    
      If looked at closely, just as the Fire Lizard did, body parts that ordinary mountain beasts could not possess stood out.
    

    
      For instance, wings growing from the back.
    

    
      Or tails not being one but close to nine.
    

    
      Following the neighbors of the Astral World, a dazzling magnificent view appeared.
    

    
      Twin hills entering the center of the mountain.
    

    
      The hills formed as if facing each other looked like a woman beckoning to come in quickly.
    

    
      Untouched nature is here.
    

    
      There is no one who would not have their heart flutter seeing that appearance which seemed to whisper so.
    

    
      If observing with two sparkling eyes, the visitor would soon know.
    

    
      That the tree branches grown at the edge of the cliff, appearing as if they might touch but do not, are entangled like trees with connected roots.
    

    
      Pure white breath embroidered the sky continuously.
    

    
      Great nature. Mother of life.
    

    
      Various aphorisms floated in his head and disappeared.
    

    
      He has never felt those words as desperately as today.
    

    
      An illusion that he would be overwhelmed by the spectacle of nature if he didn't do something.
    

    
      The Astral World always made the boy realize the wide world.
    

    
      How long had his gaze been stolen by the scenery?
    

    
      Suddenly, he felt something looking down from above.
    

    
      Raising his head, he saw an incredibly large lizard.
    

    
      「■■ ■■ ■■■ ■■ ■■■.」
    

    
      An incomprehensible voice was heard.
    

    
      The voice emitted by the lizard does not reach Lawrence.
    

    
      Ears to hear.
    

    
      The cognitive concept that Red Eyes mentioned was not yet with the boy.
    

    
      Fortunately, a headache did not arise.
    

    
      Hostility is also not felt.
    

    
      As if to announce that the incredibly large lizard is gentle, other neighbors headed to its side.
    

    
      The lizard did not seem to find the neighbors running on its body bothersome.
    

    
      Whether they do or not.
    

    
      As if an elderly person accepts the playfulness of children. It simply accepted them endlessly in that spot.
    

    
      He realized it belatedly.
    

    
      He just didn't know because the size was too large.
    

    
      The lizard's legs were one with the ground.
    

    
      The roots and tree branches entangled on the head meant it literally.
    

    
      It was not an exaggeration to say its body, the end of which was hard to fathom, was already assimilated with nature.
    

    
      For some reason, that appearance felt a little sad.
    

    
      It seems even such a gigantic existence cannot avoid the flow of time.
    

    
      The lizard stared at Lawrence with blurry eyes.
    

    
      He doesn't know the reason, but he couldn't avoid that gaze.
    

    
      「■■ ■■■■■, ■■■■ ■■■. ■■■■ ■■ ■■■. ■ ■■ ■■■ ■■■■ ■. ■■■ ■■ ■ ■■ ■■■ ■■■ ■■■■.」
    

    
      He doesn't know what it is saying.
    

    
      However, the warmth embedded in that tone was conveyed.
    

    
      The warm communion ended suddenly.
    

    
      Because a heteromorphic existence that arrived from beyond the hill jumped down in front of Lawrence as if to protect the lizard.
    

    
      「■■■■■!?」
    

    
      Abruptly, a bowstring was aimed.
    

    
      The neighbor that suddenly appeared had the appearance of a half-man half-horse.
    

    
      With long silver hair tied back, he was a man of handsome features.
    

    
      To be precise, the lower body was a horse with four legs, and the upper body took the shape of a human.
    

    
      「■■. ■■ ■■■…. ■■ ■■■■ ■■■■?」
    

    
      Perhaps feeling that there was no hostility, the half-man half-horse man lowered the bow.
    

    
      “That…. I don't know if my words will be conveyed, but I am sorry. I didn't intend to surprise you.”
    

    
      Lawrence bowed his head deeply.
    

    
      Even if words do not get through, a sincere apology should be conveyed.
    

    
      「■■■, ■■■?」
    

    
      「■■ ■■■■ ■ ■■■? ■ ■■■ ■■■■ ■■ ■■.」
    

    
      「■■, ■■■ ■■■ ■■■.」
    

    
      The lizard and the half-man half-horse man conversed.
    

    
      「■ ■■■■■ ■■■ ■■■■ ■■■■. ■■■ ■■■ ■■ ■■ ■■■? ■■■■ ■■ ■■ ■■■■. ■■ ■■■■ ■■■■■ ■■■■ ■■ ■■■.」
    

    
      「■ ■■ ■■ ■■■ ■■■■. ■■■■ ■■■■ ■■ ■ ■■ ■■■ ■■■■ ■ ■■■ ■■ ■■ ■■ ■■?」
    

    
      Lawrence watched the two quietly.
    

    
      It feels like being treated coldly, but that can't be helped.
    

    
      He could tell he wasn't welcomed just by looking at the wary eyes.
    

    
      「■■■? ■■■ ■■■■ ■■ ■■■■ ■■ ■■■ ■■■■. ■■■. ■■■■■ ■■■ ■■■ ■ ■ ■■■ ■■■■ ■■■.」
    

    
      「■■ ■■■ ■■ ■■■■…. ■■■.」
    

    
      「■■■■ ■■■.」
    

    
      Did the story end?
    

    
      The man put the bow behind his back.
    

    
      「■■ ■■ ■■ ■■■■■?」
    

    
      He seems to be saying something.
    

    
      Just like a moment ago, it cannot be understood.
    

    
      “I am sorry. I do not have the Ears to hear yet.”
    

    
      Since words don't get through, there is no choice.
    

    
      Lawrence pointed to both ears with his hands.
    

    
      Can't hear.
    

    
      So don't know what you are saying.
    

    
      He finished the expression by shrugging his shoulders and tilting his head.
    

    
      「■ ■■ ■■ ■■■.」
    

    
      As if he understood, the man took out a tree branch.
    

    
      After tapping his own head, he extended the tree branch toward Lawrence.
    

    
      Does he mean he will tap my head with the tree branch?
    

    
      Hostility is not felt.
    

    
      If he intended to do something, he would have used the bow long ago.
    

    
      Lawrence stuck his head out.
    

    
      Tap tap, a light impact ran through.
    

    
      「Can you hear my words now?」
    

    
      “…! I can hear.”
    

    
      「If you can hear, that is enough. Now go back to the Material World. This is the Astral World where forgotten existences stay. Even if you are a Child who is loved, there is no good in staying long.」
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      An unexpected order to leave was issued.
    

    
      「Acheron.」
    

    
      「Do not say anything, Veles. A Child who is loved is not free. Rather, it is only dangerous in the sense that they go back and forth between two worlds.」
    

    
      Despite the lizard, Veles', dissuasion, the man's eyes were rejecting Lawrence.
    

    
      「A Child who is loved is pure whether they like it or not. Being pure, they are bound to be dyed by any color. Haven't you also seen the end of a Child who is loved exposed to the Astral World?」
    

    
      「Every existence is bound to have a given duty. Because they are children bound by the Great Covenant, there are obligations they must naturally shoulder. That is not a territory we can intrude upon. Your thought is self-righteous and arrogant.」
    

    
      Although the meaning could not be known, it was certain that heavy stories were exchanged.
    

    
      In many ways, it is not a conversation to have with an outsider present.
    

    
      Lawrence, feeling uncomfortable in his seat, carefully raised his hand.
    

    
      “Excuse me…. Even if you tell me to leave, how should I leave?”
    

    
      He asks, disregarding face.
    

    
      The gaze toward the boy was dyed with bewilderment.
    

    
      「Then how did you enter here?」
    

    
      “I don't know if you will believe me, but well….”
    

    
      Lawrence brought up the story of what happened in the Spider Forest.
    

    
      That he arrived at the Holy Land after wandering the forest.
    

    
      That he found the broken Goddess Statue following a halo of light.
    

    
      That he entered the Astral World through the Goddess Statue.
    

    
      「Someone guided you here?」
    

    
      “That is correct.”
    

    
      「What nonsense. This is the Dragon's Valley. Even if it is the Mausoleum of Ka■■■, there is no neighbor capable of guiding to the Astral World.」
    

    
      What did he just say?
    

    
      Despite having received the Ears to hear, it was not heard.
    

    
      「No. That is not so either. Don't you know it too?」
    

    
      「Surely you don't mean the Star's Guidance? That is impossible.」
    

    
      「Do you really think so? If coincidences overlap with coincidences, that too is bound to be woven into inevitability. How can we understand the great will whispered by the stars? 
    

    
      However, the fact that the Child who is loved safely arrived at the Dragon's Valley where you and I are is an undeniable fact.」
    

    
      「…….」
    

    
      As if unable to refute, the Guardian did not answer.
    

    
      「Old friend. Now I cannot read your true intentions. But all of this feels like guidance sent down to me, who will soon leave on a journey. Things already passed cannot be corrected. However, if you have the will to do so, you will be able to make new connections. Please do not leave behind any more time dotted with regret. This is advice given as your sworn friend.」
    

    
      A heavy sigh flowed out at the sincere friend's voice.
    

    
      「I understand, Veles. Because it is you saying it, not anyone else. I too will fulfill the duty of the last Guardian.」
    

    
      I will do what must be done.
    

    
      The Guardian, having sorted out personal feelings, opened his mouth.
    

    
      「I am Acheron, the last Guardian protecting the Dragon's Valley. I wish to ask your name, Child who is loved.」
    

    
      “My greeting is late. I am called Lawrence.”
    

    
      The knot was tied in the story.
    

    
      Lawrence bowed his head again.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Acheron guided Lawrence to the inside of the canyon.
    

    
      Veles, who had lost the function of his legs, could not go together.
    

    
      「It is strange how you ask nothing.」
    

    
      How long had they moved their steps?
    

    
      Suddenly Acheron spoke such words.
    

    
      “Is it okay to ask?”
    

    
      「No. If possible, do not ask anything.」
    

    
      “That's a relief. I didn't say anything because I thought it would be like that.”
    

    
      「…….」
    

    
      It is still not a welcoming atmosphere.
    

    
      To speak openly, Lawrence found Acheron uncomfortable.
    

    
      If Veles was okay with it, he would have rather stayed in that spot.
    

    
      But there was no room for choice.
    

    
      Because of the Ears to hear.
    

    
      If Acheron left, communication would naturally be impossible.
    

    
      「How much do you know about the Child who is loved?」
    

    
      “I only know that neighbors of the Astral World call me that.”
    

    
      He answered honestly.
    

    
      In the first place, he only recently learned that he was called that.
    

    
      「What about the Great Covenant made between neighbors of the Astral World and the Child who is loved?」
    

    
      “I heard of it for the first time today.”
    

    
      「Good. I will change the question. You knew about the Ears to hear. Who taught you the cognitive concept?」
    

    
      “I heard it from Red Eyes.”
    

    
      「Red Eyes? Is it your master?」
    

    
      “I think probably different.”
    

    
      Lawrence explained Red Eyes whom he met in the Shadow Forest.
    

    
      「Shadow Forest…. It is commendable that you are alive.」
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      「Listen well. What you met is a follower serving the God of death and chaos. An existence without a fixed form. A Divine Spirit born from death and chaos. Anger and fear. To the Divine Spirit worshipped with awe at the end of that, there is no concept of good and evil. In other words, your life depended on the Divine Spirit's whim at that moment.」
    

    
      “What does that….”
    

    
      Divine Spirit?
    

    
      I don't know what he is saying.
    

    
      However, he understood one thing.
    

    
      The fact that Red Eyes is an existence far more scary and fearful than Lawrence thought.
    

    
      「Do not give trust easily just because they are neighbors of the Astral World. Originally, the Astral World is a world beyond the mirror that should not overlap with the Material World. Existences that had to be forgotten as they were not accepted. You must know clearly that in a sense, the most dangerous ones are exactly the neighbors of the Astral World.」
    

    
      He could not counterargue.
    

    
      The cold-hearted Acheron was right.
    

    
      Because Lawrence did not know a single thing about the danger the Astral World harbored.
    

    
      He realized, albeit belatedly, that he was merely leaning on the goodwill shown by neighbors of the Astral World.
    

    
      「Even if it is true that you received help, it cannot be said that it was necessarily due to good will. Is there any story you heard from the Divine Spirit of the Shadow Forest?」
    

    
      “I heard a warning that the Shadow Forest is dangerous, but…….”
    

    
      Even so, it didn't go as far as saying itself was dangerous.
    

    
      Lawrence, who recalled Red Eyes' words and actions for a moment, said.
    

    
      “Come to think of it, it frequently said it couldn't be helped if it was a request of a Child who is loved.”
    

    
      「The Great Covenant saved your life. Neighbors of the Astral World entangled by the Covenant cannot refuse the request of a Child who is loved. Because from the moment you are born into the world, you are existences who receive blind love from us.」
    

    
      “By us, are you speaking of the neighbors of the Astral World?”
    

    
      「It does not mean everyone is so. The Divine Spirit of the Shadow Forest was also merely attracted instinctively. Listening to your request was no more than a simple whim. Nor less. So remember this. The goodwill neighbors of the Astral World bestow cannot be said to always produce good results. Bear in mind that the roots of love and curse are the same.」
    

    
      He cannot understand what it means.
    

    
      To the boy's eyes wishing for an explanation, Acheron continued his words.
    

    
      「Do you know the Changeling?」
    

    
      Lawrence shook his head.
    

    
      「It is not only the Child who is loved that can observe the Astral World. Humans too, depending on effort, can lift the gap of the world and peek inside. Or sometimes a miracle occurs where several coincidences overlap and one crosses over to the Astral World. However, unprepared existences end up being captured by the Astral World conversely.」
    

    
      Acheron raised his hand and pointed to the upper part of the hill.
    

    
      There, the appearance of a boy with a similar look to Fairy friends playing with neighbors of the Astral World was seen.
    

    
      What is peculiar is that he is very large compared to other neighbors.
    

    
      「That child too was once a human like you.」
    

    
      “Don't tell me…?”
    

    
      「If one enjoys the time of the Astral World for a long time, even an existence of the Material World comes to live within different laws. They become unable to escape as they are captured by neighbors of the Astral World. Pointing at such a distorted existence, we call them a swapped child, a Changeling.」
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The Changeling disappeared beyond the hill with laughter.
    

    
      A spotlessly clear face far from worry and concern.
    

    
      Unlike Acheron's voice mixed with concern, the Changeling's appearance looked too bright.
    

    
      …Just because it's the Material World doesn't mean it's particularly happy.
    

    
      Rather, living as a neighbor of the Astral World might be happier.
    

    
      “Will I also become a Changeling if I stay here long?”
    

    
      「A Child who is loved is special. That is why it is dangerous.」
    

    
      Acheron's steps stopped.
    

    
      Before he knew it, the two people had arrived at the clearing in front of the canyon.
    

    
      「I heard you learned magic from the Divine Spirit of the Shadow Forest?」
    

    
      “I learned Shadow Spear.”
    

    
      「Peculiar. To have an aptitude for the Void attribute…… Do you know? Magic attributes are largely divided into four elements. Earth, Water, Fire, Wind. We refer to these as the Four Great Elements.」
    

    
      Acheron lifted a tree branch.
    

    
      Following his hand gesture, the Four Great Elements floated up.
    

    
      “Four Great Elements……. I see Void is not included.”
    

    
      「Generally, Void is not included. Because it is a very rare aptitude, just like the Radiance attribute. It does not mean it is wrong. A miracle that only a very few can handle is something that sublimates into a mystery in itself.」
    

    
      This time, small shadow and light floated next to the Four Great Elements.
    

    
      “Rare. Is it a good thing?”
    

    
      「Every attribute is bound to have pros and cons. What is important is not the presence or absence of the attribute but lies with the caster who handles it. It is a different story from Mana.」
    

    
      There is no absolute superiority in attributes.
    

    
      As if admonishing a child, Acheron smiled bitterly.
    

    
      「However, when handling the Void attribute, there are many points to be careful of compared to other Four Great Elements. Do not try to know the world inside the mirror. Since the Void attribute possesses the two-sidedness of death, do not forget that when you look into the Void, the Void is also looking into you.」
    

    
      The shadow that bulked up its form swallowed the rest of the attributes.
    

    
      The shadow that voraciously ate everything disappeared into the darkness as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      「There is no miracle without a price. The Void attribute is a dangerous magic for you, who are not yet prepared, to learn.」
    

    
      “I think I am handling it reasonably well though….”
    

    
      He flared up feeling his efforts so far were ignored.
    

    
      Even if it might seem trivial when others see it.
    

    
      He tried sincerely, saving even sleeping time.
    

    
      If it weren't for Shadow Spear, he wouldn't have survived the fight with the Mercenaries either.
    

    
      However, Lawrence soon controlled his mind.
    

    
      He must not repeat the mistake pointed out several times.
    

    
      Not fixing it while knowing would be a foolish action.
    

    
      「Feeling pride is a good thing. The effort you made was not in vain. Rather, learning Shadow Spear without a proper master is an amazing thing.」
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      He felt a strange mood.
    

    
      This was the first time his magic was acknowledged by someone.
    

    

  Chapter 24: Chapter 24

    
      Chapter 24 : The last guardian
    

    
      「What other magic can you handle?」
    

    
      “Shadow and Fire. I know how to handle Fire Tail.”
    

    
      「It seems it would be faster to see directly.」
    

    
      The boy demonstrated the magic he knew one by one.
    

    
      「You said you learned it alone?」
    

    
      “Yes. I practiced continuously until I got used to it.”
    

    
      「Excellent. Seeing the completeness of the magic, I think I know what kind of effort you must have put in without having to see it.」
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      A polite answer flowed out.
    

    
      Before he knew it, the antipathy toward Acheron had disappeared.
    

    
      「The remaining one is Shadow Spear. Since there is no suitable place to use it, try casting it toward me.」
    

    
      “That is too dangerous.”
    

    
      “Do not worry. I am not weak enough to be hurt by a mystery that has just opened its eyes. Or do you lack the Eyes to see to the extent of kicking away an opportunity obtained with difficulty? If so, that is disappointing.」
    

    
      “…I understand. But I definitely tried to stop you.”
    

    
      Lawrence cast Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Let's reduce the power as much as possible for now.
    

    
      Because Acheron must not get hurt by any chance.
    

    
      「Use your full power. Pour in all your mana.」
    

    
      As if noticing the boy's intention, the Guardian said.
    

    
      “You must be careful.”
    

    
      The form that was becoming smaller grew in size again.
    

    
      Soon, a Shadow Spear of tremendous size was formed, just like the one thrown at the Mercenaries.
    

    
      As he increased the size with all his might.
    

    
      Pain as if his chest was tearing was felt.
    

    
      Now I know.
    

    
      This is Mana. The power needed to handle magic.
    

    
      Cannot hold it for long.
    

    
      Lawrence threw the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      He can definitely dodge it.
    

    
      He threw it to miss on purpose.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear flew with terrifying momentum.
    

    
      However, Acheron stomped his foot and headed in front of it.
    

    
      “Acheron…!”
    

    
      It will hit.
    

    
      The moment Lawrence issued a warning thinking it was dangerous.
    

    
      Something incomprehensible happened.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear that reached in front of Acheron seemed to distort, then disappeared without a trace as if a fire was extinguished.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      At the phenomenon seen for the first time, Lawrence was speechless.
    

    
      What was that just now?
    

    
      Could magic be eliminated by someone else even if they weren't the caster?
    

    
      And a Shadow Spear whose casting was already finished, at that.
    

    
      “How did you do that?”
    

    
      「The question is strange. If magic can be used, wouldn't the opposite be naturally possible too?」
    

    
      “But…… Shadow Spear is not magic like Fire or Shadow.”
    

    
      「Do you want to say the power is strong?」
    

    
      The boy nodded.
    

    
      Even if he doesn't know, it is magic of a much higher level.
    

    
      At least the current Lawrence could not retract a Shadow Spear that left his hand.
    

    
      「Indeed, you are under a grave misunderstanding.」
    

    
      Grave misunderstanding?
    

    
      I don't know what he means.
    

    
      「What you handle is magic, but it is not magic.」
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      Lawrence made an even more incomprehensible expression.
    

    
      「A Child who is loved is bound to be drawn to the contact of the Astral World. You too just haven't noticed, but you must have awareness.」
    

    
      Acheron called a neighbor nearby.
    

    
      「It will be easier to understand if you experience it directly rather than me explaining. Now, try making a request once.」
    

    
      “By request, what do you mean?”
    

    
      「Just like you did to the Divine Spirit of the Shadow Forest. Try asking the neighbor. As I have said repeatedly, neighbors of the Astral World cannot refuse the request of a Child who is loved.」
    

    
      Lawrence, who hesitated for a moment, spoke to the neighbor resembling a rabbit.
    

    
      “Sorry, but can I ask you a favor?”
    

    
      「A request from a Child who is loved? Good. What do you want to do?」
    

    
      The rabbit with four ears readily accepted the boy's request.
    

    
      “I want to use magic.”
    

    
      「Magic? Magic! Creating miracles is fun! If the Child who is loved wants to do that, let's make it together. Listen closely to the other side of the mystery. Surely the world will answer your will!」
    

    
      The rabbit climbed onto Lawrence's shoulder.
    

    
      That appearance was exactly similar to the Fire Lizard of the burning mountain.
    

    
      「Now try casting Shadow Spear again.」
    

    
      “Shadow Spear.”
    

    
      This time too, he cast it toward Acheron.
    

    
      But he realized simultaneously with the casting that something was strange.
    

    
      「Magic is happening. A miracle is approaching. Draw it in your head. The providence of the world answers us! You can achieve everything you want, Child who is loved!」
    

    
      It is just as the cheerful rabbit said.
    

    
      The archetype of Shadow Spear drawn only in the head.
    

    
      It resembles the Shadow Spear Red Eyes used.
    

    
      Blazing flames are not visible, but just by shape, it was good enough to say they were almost identical.
    

    
      But what was more surprising than that was the point that pain inside the chest was not felt at all.
    

    
      It doesn't hurt.
    

    
      Even while maintaining Shadow Spear, Lawrence's chest and head were peaceful beyond measure.
    

    
      As he blankly looked at Acheron, he nodded.
    

    
      「It is not just handling the Mana in your body. Even if the subject becomes your will, manifesting a miracle by joining forces with neighbors of the Astral World is Age of Gods Magic.」
    

    
      He felt like his head was hit by a hammer.
    

    
      This is magic.
    

    
      Then what was the magic handled until now?
    

    
      「The magic you handled just a moment ago is closer to human magic. Only prioritizing one's own Mana. Magic that ignores the neighbors composing the world. Do you know what the reason is?」
    

    
      It cannot be compared with Age of Gods Magic that borrows the power of neighbors.
    

    
      Clearly ten out of ten.
    

    
      Everyone would want to learn the latter magic.
    

    
      However, there is a reason why they cannot.
    

    
      “If they are ordinary people, they cannot communicate with neighbors of the Astral World.”
    

    
      「Correct answer. Even in the Material World, almost no neighbors of the Astral World remain. Even if one wants to borrow power, there is no way to borrow.」
    

    
      As Acheron raised his hand, the Shadow Spear disappeared.
    

    
      「Furthermore, neighbors of the Astral World are capricious. The only reason you are not played by their whims is one. Because you are a Child who is loved bound by the Great Covenant. Do you understand now? Why a Child who is loved is dangerous.」
    

    
      Neighbors of the Astral World cannot refuse the request of a Child who is loved.
    

    
      That meant a Child who is loved could do anything depending on their mind.
    

    
      「Do not worry too much. Not only are there few Children who are loved left now, but not many people know unless they are neighbors of the Astral World. At least in the Material World, there is no one who will use you.」
    

    
      How did he interpret Lawrence's silence, Acheron was bringing up such words.
    

    
      “…Wouldn't it be dangerous if you tell me things like this?”
    

    
      「What do you mean?」
    

    
      “What do you intend to do if I harbor bad intentions? For instance…….”
    

    
      Lawrence trailed off.
    

    
      「Not all neighbors of the Astral World are bound by the Great Covenant. If you advance on the wrong path, I will do what must be done as the last Guardian.」
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      For a moment, cold killing intent dwelled in the Guardian's eyes.
    

    
      At that moment, Lawrence understood.
    

    
      Why Acheron had such a conversation with Veles.
    

    
      Why he said few Children who are loved remain.
    

    
      The last Guardian did what he had to do.
    

    
      Whatever ending that might be.
    

    
      As if to melt the frozen atmosphere, Acheron changed the topic.
    

    
      「To draw out the true meaning of Age of Gods Magic, you must possess all Five Cognitive Concepts.」
    

    
      Lawrence recalled the Five Cognitive Concepts.
    

    
      What the boy has are Connected Head and Eyes to see.
    

    
      Red Eyes said.
    

    
      That a Child who is loved possesses Connected Head from birth.
    

    
      Then how did he obtain Eyes to see?
    

    
      I don't know.
    

    
      When he dreamed, neighbors of the Astral World were already visible.
    

    
      「It seems you have something you are curious about.」
    

    
      “May I ask?”
    

    
      「Ask without burden. I will accompany you until your questions are resolved.」
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      Lawrence expressed gratitude sincerely.
    

    
      Until now, it felt like walking in darkness alone.
    

    
      But meeting Acheron, it seemed he finally had a lamp he could rely on.
    

    
      “I heard I currently have two Cognitive Concepts. Connected Head which a Child who is loved possesses from birth. And Eyes to see which I don't know how I came to possess.”
    

    
      「I understand what you are curious about. But before that, let's accurately point out and move on from Cognitive Concepts first.」
    

    
      It will be a somewhat long story, Acheron continued.
    

    
      「Cognitive Concept refers to the five senses engraved on the soul. To be precise, organs capable of contacting the Astral World. It has become an old story now, but there was a time when one was treated as a proper Wizard only after possessing all Cognitive Concepts.」
    

    
      Connected Head. Eyes to see.
    

    
      Ears to hear. Nose to smell. Mouth to convey.
    

    
      Five Cognitive Concepts took shape.
    

    
      The picture to help understanding was somewhat charming.
    

    
      「However, being engraved on the soul means even humans who have no business contacting the Astral World possess Cognitive Concepts. Unfortunately.」
    

    
      “Unfortunately?”
    

    
      「Usually, no problem occurs even if one possesses Cognitive Concepts. Because there is no way to contact neighbors of the Astral World. Many humans live their whole lives without realizing this. However, rarely, there are those who get influenced under the name of talent.」
    

    
      Ears to hear approached in front of Lawrence.
    

    
      「For instance, an existence who recognized Ears to hear is tormented by whispers of the Astral World whether they like it or not. Even if eyes are closed. Even if eyes are open. They have to listen to incomprehensible whispers of the Astral World all day long.」
    

    
      “That…. is a terrible thing.”
    

    
      「It is. A human who recognized Ears to hear unfortunately has their mind collapse unable to endure the whispers of the Astral World.」
    

    
      “You mean they go crazy?”
    

    
      「Generally, yes. Efforts of running around everywhere are meaningless. Since it is not suffering from a disease, you must know there is also no way to fix it by ordinary methods.」
    

    
      “Then what should be done?”
    

    
      At the boy's question, Acheron shook the tree branch.
    

    
      As Ears to hear moved away, Connected Head approached.
    

    
      「So Connected Head is needed. The wick capable of maintaining a sound mind even while receiving influence from the Astral World. Connected Head is the minimum condition to stand before the door of the Astral World.」
    

    
      Connected Head seemed to tremble, then soon turned into a blue butterfly and scattered.
    

    
      「You said you have no idea how you came to possess Eyes to see. But you just don't know, there must have been a trigger.」
    

    
      Eyes to see stared at Lawrence.
    

    
      「Intense shock sometimes shakes even the soul, the foundation of existence. Try to recall. What happened on the day you first contacted the Astral World. For instance, receiving a shock enough to change the world, or if there was an incident endangering your life?」
    

    
      No need to recall.
    

    
      「It seems you have an idea.」
    

    
      “Yes. There was a time I almost died catching a plague.”
    

    
      He remembers the fantastic scenery seen in the fever.
    

    
      That was the day he dreamed of the Astral World for the first time.
    

    
      「Death is close to the gap of shadow. There is cause and effect in everything. Perhaps that incident might be the cause for you having aptitude in the Void attribute.」
    

    
      Eyes to see turned into a blue butterfly and scattered.
    

    
      Now three Cognitive Concepts remain.
    

    
      But Acheron scattered the remaining Cognitive Concepts into blue butterflies too.
    

    
      「Veles said so. There are no coincidences. What will happen is bound to happen. Now I too feel that your flowing into the Dragon's Valley was not a coincidence.」
    

    
      The story comes to an end.
    

    
      The fragment of mystery obtained with difficulty moved away.
    

    
      No. Must not send it away like this.
    

    
      He didn't want to miss the opportunity barely caught.
    

    
      “Could you please bestow more teachings upon me?”
    

    
      Lawrence hurriedly prostrated on the spot.
    

    
      What is important is not pride.
    

    
      He wanted to hear even one more story.
    

    
      He had to hold onto the Guardian's steps somehow.
    

    
      That much the boy was hungry for magic.
    

    
      He was thirsty for unfulfilled desire for knowledge.
    

    
      An opportunity that won't come again.
    

    
      If he just decides to, Acheron would be able to guide Lawrence to the front of the door of mystery.
    

    
      He already realized through the not-short question and answer that he was a neighbor possessing that much knowledge and ability.
    

    
      Did sincerity get conveyed?
    

    
      A small laughing sound was heard from above the head.
    

    
      「Cut out the trivial courtesy. Didn't I tell you? We cannot refuse the request of a Child who is loved.」
    

    
      If you want, request.
    

    
      At the nuance saying so, Lawrence shook his head.
    

    
      “Didn't you say requests are due to the Great Covenant?”
    

    
      「Does that pose any problem? If there is something you truly want, do not choose means and methods.」
    

    
      As if saying isn't that you humans.
    

    
      Faint anger dwelled in Acheron's voice.
    

    
      Body trembled inadvertently.
    

    
      However, Lawrence soon controlled his mind.
    

    
      Harbor firmness instead of anxiety.
    

    
      Do not be afraid.
    

    
      Must not misunderstand.
    

    
      This emotion is not directed at the boy.
    

    
      If Acheron intended to refuse from the start, he wouldn't have bestowed teachings either.
    

    
      “One who requests teachings cannot ask to dig the well too. Although my learning is short, I am not ignorant of manners.”
    

    
      「Then there is no answer I can return.」
    

    
      “So I am just requesting teachings sincerely.”
    

    
      Lawrence raised his head.
    

    
      “I want to become a Wizard. I want to become a proper Wizard as Acheron mentioned.”
    

    
      Thirst for magic can only be resolved by magic.
    

    
      The word addiction might suit that.
    

    
      There is already no way to escape.
    

    
      No way to return at the point of stepping in.
    

    
      What remains is just advancing through the vast ocean.
    

    
      But is hoping for a lighthouse to become a guide a big greed?
    

    
      Pure aspiration to peek into mystery.
    

    
      At the boy's gaze requesting teachings, the last Guardian smiled.
    

    
      「Humans who strive are bound to wander always. Even if they agonize, anguish, and collapse, they do not give up on rising. Even if no reward is given at the end of becoming covered in wounds. Therefore, perhaps we are attracted to foolish and ephemeral humans.」
    

    
      Laughter mixed with light of resignation.
    

    
      We cannot give up on humans.
    

    
      To Lawrence's eyes, that looked sad yet happy on the other hand.
    

    
      「I cannot be your master, Lawrence.」
    

    
      The answer that fell soon after brought disappointment.
    

    
      「However, as a Guardian who explored mystery ahead. I can guide the path to advance. If you truly wish to reveal the providence of the world, follow me.」
    

    
      However, the following words made the boy stand up.
    

    
      The Guardian does not look back.
    

    
      But the steps going ahead were calm beyond measure.
    

    
      At the appearance as if saying follow slowly, Lawrence brushed off the seat and rose.
    

    
      “Thank you. Acheron.”
    

    
      「Greetings of gratitude are early. Whether you can do well, the passing time will judge.」
    

    
      Six footprints painted the pure white snowy field.
    

    
      The boy's steps following behind the last Guardian were lighter than ever.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Yes? What did you say just now?”
    

    
      「I said go in.」
    

    
      He didn't hear wrong.
    

    
      At Acheron's answer, Lawrence stared at the valley.
    

    
      The valley where snow fluttered was covered with cold.
    

    
      In this weather where the body trembles with chill just by staying still.
    

    
      Telling to go into the valley water like ice was words incomprehensible by common sense.
    

    
      “Perhaps I just don't know. Is the valley water warm?”
    

    
      「No. It is cold as it looks.」
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      It became even more incomprehensible.
    

    
      At the gaze wishing for an explanation, Acheron opened his mouth.
    

    
      「You are just not feeling it because you entered the Astral World. Mana boils due to excessive magic, and the body reaching the limit is collapsing.」
    

    
      “…It was definitely so until entering here. But I am fine now. And what relation does that have with going into the valley?”
    

    
      「The Astral World calls the form engraved on your soul. Realize the fact that what is visible to the eyes is not everything. Recovering the body is priority above anything for now. Wouldn't you have to hurry if you want to learn the providence of the world? The time you can stay in the Dragon's Valley is not much.」
    

    
      At the words that time is not much, he snapped to his senses.
    

    
      Must hurry.
    

    
      This too is a preparation process needed to learn magic.
    

    
      Lawrence, who finished undressing in an instant, entered the valley.
    

    
      “Wh, what do you mean time is not much?”
    

    
      Freezing.
    

    
      Voice trembled wildly at how cold the valley water was.
    

    
      It wasn't just cold, but felt painful even.
    

    
      Still, there was no option to go out.
    

    
      「Even if a Child who is loved. Staying in the Astral World while having a body of the Material World has a limit of about 3 months. As staying time lengthens, the soul is bound to follow the laws of the Astral World, and that soon affects the body of the Material World too. If you had grown more, maybe. As of now, it is so.」
    

    
      “Yo, you mean Changeling?”
    

    
      「If you don't have thoughts of being captured by the Astral World, you will have to finish preparations to leave on a journey before that.」
    

    
      “I understand what you mean.”
    

    
      Time limit is merely 3 months.
    

    
      Short.
    

    
      But cannot vent complaints either.
    

    
      In the first place, he wasn't in a position to be picky about cold rice or hot rice.
    

    
      「Connected Head and Eyes to see are already in hand. Remaining would be Mouth to convey, Ears to hear, and Nose to smell.」
    

    
      “I want to do something about Ears to hear first.”
    

    
      Ears to hear is the minimum threshold to communicate with neighbors of the Astral World.
    

    
      He wants to obtain other Cognitive Concepts quickly too, but the most urgent among unpossessed Cognitive Concepts was definitely Ears to hear.
    

    
      Even right now, without Acheron's magic, he wouldn't understand what is being said.
    

    
      「Recover your body today. The start is from tomorrow.」
    

    
      “Just what I hoped for.”
    

    
      Did I get used to the cold?
    

    
      Voice didn't tremble anymore now.
    

    
      No. At some moment, chill was not felt.
    

    
      Valley water is not cold.
    

    
      But it's not warm either, a somewhat profound feeling.
    

    
      He felt such a peaceful mood, as if caring for a child in a cradle.
    

    
      Eyelids gradually become heavy.
    

    
      As the tense body relaxed, fatigue never felt before began to cast inside the head.
    

    
      「Close your eyes with peace of mind, Child who is loved. This is Dragon's Valley. The last resting place seeing off the Ancient Dragon leaving on a far, far journey. I dare say in the name of the last Guardian, me, Acheron. No one will threaten your safety.」
    

    
      Consciousness gradually drifts away.
    

    
      Wanted to say something but only mumbled the mouth.
    

    
      Voice that couldn't quite become words didn't go out of the mouth.
    

    
      Beware of the dream within a dream.
    

    
      Only the last words left by Acheron saw off Lawrence sinking into the dream.
    

    

  Chapter 25: Chapter 25

    
      Chapter 25 : dragon valley
    

    
      Acheron was waiting for Lawrence at the canyon.
    

    
      「From now on, I will retract the Ears to hear. In that state, ponder what the neighbors want and how you can fulfill their requests.」
    

    
      “Without the Ears to hear?”
    

    
      The words didn't make sense.
    

    
      How can I know their request if I cannot hear?
    

    
      However, Acheron nodded.
    

    
      As if this too was an answer the boy had to find.
    

    
      「From now on, the use of magic is forbidden. Bear this in mind. Rest is as important as practice. As far as magic is concerned, surpassing limits every time does not necessarily become a method of training.」
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      「The deadline is…. Alright. I will give you two months.」
    

    
      “Two months?”
    

    
      He asked back inadvertently.
    

    
      The time he can stay in the Dragon's Valley is merely three months.
    

    
      Is he saying to use two months of that time?
    

    
      「Do not ■■■■■■.」
    

    
      Let's not complain.
    

    
      It was enough that Acheron showed the path to advance.
    

    
      Soon, a neighbor resembling a rabbit came into view.
    

    
      “Is there perhaps anything you want?”
    

    
      「Want? Let's play! Child who is loved.」
    

    
      I reflect.
    

    
      My mind was urgent, so the way I asked was bad.
    

    
      “No. Other than playing…. Hmm. Right. Is there anything you want me to do for you?”
    

    
      「Aha! If it's something like that, wouldn't it be ■■ to ■■ the ■■■ on the ■ ■? It will be ■■ ■■ ■■!」
    

    
      The important part was not heard.
    

    
      “Sorry. I couldn't hear well, could you say it again?”
    

    
      The result does not change.
    

    
      The words of the rabbit with four ears did not reach him.
    

    
      「For now, let's play together! If we play, worries will fly away too!」
    

    
      “I am really sorry. I am a little busy. Let's play together next time when I have time.”
    

    
      “Is that a promise?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      Lawrence, having sent the rabbit away, made a grave expression.
    

    
      The situation is worse than thought.
    

    
      Ordinary conversation is heard by ears, but when it came to really important stories, they were not heard no matter how much he listened carefully.
    

    
      It's not that he can't hear at all.
    

    
      Rather, because he heard vaguely, only anxiety grew stronger.
    

    
      Still, it is too early to give up.
    

    
      Fortunately, there are many neighbors here.
    

    
      He just needs to go find a neighbor who can be heard.
    

    
      And four days passed without any gain.
    

    
      There is no room for choice.
    

    
      Lawrence looked for Acheron.
    

    
      As if knowing the circumstances, the Guardian held out a tree branch.
    

    
      「I will tell you one important fact. You can already understand what neighbors of the Astral World say to some extent.」
    

    
      “However, the really important words are not heard.”
    

    
      「You are missing the point of what I say. Isn't it strange how you, without Ears to hear, can understand neighbors' words?」
    

    
      “Come to think of it….”
    

    
      It was so natural that he had forgotten.
    

    
      It's not that he can't hear. Some words were heard.
    

    
      「It is not that you don't have it. Ears to hear has already manifested.」
    

    
      “Then why is it not heard?”
    

    
      「Finding the answer is your share. Bear what I said in mind and ■■■■■ carefully.」
    

    
      Acheron's voice became blurry.
    

    
      Lawrence came down to where neighbors were playing.
    

    
      「So? So?」
    

    
      「Everyone went to find shiny things.」
    

    
      Even with Ears to hear, not everything is heard.
    

    
      Because words that couldn't be filtered were heard in between.
    

    
      Perhaps Ears to hear can also be trained like magic?
    

    
      「Shiny things? Are you perhaps ■■■■■ of ■■■ on the ■ ■?」
    

    
      “Yeah. Rumors are rife that it is delicious.”
    

    
      Ignoring it thinking it was unsubstantial words was a mistake.
    

    
      From now on, listen carefully as much as possible to this voice.
    

    
      Not all neighbors are the same.
    

    
      For instance, he could hear most words spoken by neighbors reminiscent of rabbits or cats, but words spoken by neighbors like deer or bears were still incomprehensible.
    

    
      Ears to hear grows.
    

    
      Being able to grow meant he could climb to a higher stage depending on effort.
    

    
      That alone was an achievement.
    

    
      One day, Veles spoke to him with Acheron's help.
    

    
      「Child who is loved. It seems you obtained the answer you wanted.」
    

    
      “Yes. From now on, it depends on my effort.”
    

    
      The old lizard was spending more than half of the day sleeping.
    

    
      Judging from the words about leaving on a far journey, it also looked like he was preparing for the soon approaching death.
    

    
      「Isn't it hard? Approaching the providence of the world is never an easy task.」
    

    
      “It would be a lie if I said it isn't hard. Still, it is enjoyable beyond that.”
    

    
      「Enjoyable? Do you really think so?」
    

    
      “Being able to feel myself growing differently day by day is a happy thing. Because with magic, growth can be confirmed immediately.”
    

    
      It cannot be compared with boring academic study.
    

    
      Magic showed results immediately depending on effort.
    

    
      Different from writing where one forgets if they don't keep checking whether memorized or not.
    

    
      Although he was striving to obtain Cognitive Concepts instead of magic.
    

    
      The point was not different in that he was exploring mystery.
    

    
      「I see. Enjoyable…. Although sleeping is boring for me too, dreaming is enjoyable. That might be similar to the emotion you feel.」
    

    
      “Veles dreams too.”
    

    
      “Of course. Lately, I am so drunk on dreams that I consider this a dream and the dream reality.”
    

    
      What dream does Veles dream?
    

    
      Perhaps reading the boy's expression, he continued calmly.
    

    
      「It is an old memory. When I was not yet mature. A memory of the days when our kin reigned over the blue sky.」
    

    
      It was truly a dazzling era, Veles closed his eyes.
    

    
      “Old memory…. One is bound to recall old days when times are hard.”
    

    
      「Recalling the most dazzling memory. What existence would not do so facing hardship and trial? However, I have no fear. Death is not an end but a new beginning. It might be a difficult story for you yet.」
    

    
      “No. I think I know a little.”
    

    
      Lawrence recalled the Fire Lizard he met at the burning mountain.
    

    
      Death is not the end but leads to a greater cycle.
    

    
      Before the great will of nature, everything was merely a small existence.
    

    
      「Our neighbors of the Astral World are living mysteries themselves. Old existences now forgotten in the Material World. In a sense, they can be said to be existences living in fantasy. If a human standing outside fantasy tries to see what is invisible and hear what is inaudible, it is unavoidable that abnormalities occur in the body.」
    

    
      Lawrence nodded silently.
    

    
      Existence in fantasy. If he hadn't understood the concept of the Astral World, he would surely have considered all of this a dream.
    

    
      「Magic originally uses the authority possessed by neighbors of the Astral World. Since humans cannot handle magic through suitable organs engraved on the soul, they scream voiceless screams.」
    

    
      Voiceless scream.
    

    
      He thought it was an appropriate metaphor.
    

    
      「Bear in mind. The providence of the world is not handled alone. Human magic that shakes and swings as it pleases while not listening to the whispers of the world is a foolish action. Life and death are two sides of the same coin. The fundamental of magic is also the great cycle. I hope you, standing on the wall, do not forget that fact.」
    

    
      With those words as the last, Veles' eyes closed slowly.
    

    
      Shallow breathing sounds are heard regularly.
    

    
      Lawrence, watching that appearance, bowed his head.
    

    
      「Did Veles fall asleep?」
    

    
      “He just fell asleep now.”
    

    
      While chewing over the words Veles left, Acheron who had avoided the seat returned.
    

    
      「Do not forget and engrave it. The teachings Veles bestows are things even I cannot give.」
    

    
      “Even Acheron?”
    

    
      He couldn't help but be surprised.
    

    
      At least as far as Lawrence knew, there was no existence who knew more about the providence of the world than Acheron.
    

    
      「You say something obvious. No matter how knowledgeable I am in magic, that depth cannot compare to Veles.」
    

    
      “I didn't realize Veles was such a great person.”
    

    
      「Didn't realize?」
    

    
      Acheron frowned.
    

    
      It is an expression that he doesn't understand something.
    

    
      「Then what did you usually think Veles was?」
    

    
      He buried the word that came to mind in his chest instantly.
    

    
      “…I thought he was a quiet sage.”
    

    
      Even so, he couldn't say he was an elder who only slept.
    

    
      「Sage. It is correct and incorrect. I will change the question. What race does Veles look like?」
    

    
      “Well…. Isn't he a lizard? An incredibly large one at that.”
    

    
      Seeing Acheron's expression distort, Lawrence hurriedly added the latter part.
    

    
      Honestly, I don't know.
    

    
      Veles, already become one with the mountain, had almost no appearance looking like a lizard remaining either.
    

    
      Don't know how many legs there are, and his body has long turned like a turtle shell.
    

    
      Maybe turtle is correct rather than lizard.
    

    
      「Lizard…. I think sometimes, I don't know well if you are ignorant or pure.」
    

    
      Acheron sighed.
    

    
      「Do you remember where this is?」
    

    
      “You said it is Dragon's Valley.”
    

    
      「Then what does Dragon refer to?」
    

    
      “It would be a dragon.”
    

    
      Lawrence answered immediately.
    

    
      Although his learning is short, he is not that ignorant.
    

    
      Dragon.
    

    
      A fantasy race that cannot be seen now.
    

    
      He heard Elves or Dwarves can be encountered often, but Dragons were a legendary race only appearing in old folklore already.
    

    
      At that moment, the boy flinched.
    

    
      Acheron does not bring up meaningless words.
    

    
      Why did he mention Dragon while talking about Veles?
    

    
      “Don't tell me….”
    

    
      「What you are thinking is correct.」
    

    
      Lawrence stared blankly at the sleeping Veles.
    

    
      Existence living in fantasy.
    

    
      The Astral World is a world where old existences forgotten in the Material World stay.
    

    
      The old lizard in front of his eyes was exactly that Dragon.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Even if he knew the fact that Veles is a Dragon, nothing changes.
    

    
      He is still an elder spending half the day sleeping.
    

    
      Since the occasions he opens his eyes are inherently few, he only converses with Acheron occasionally. Not many opportunities returned to Lawrence.
    

    
      As opportunities to converse decreased, interest also disappeared.
    

    
      Honestly, the word Dragon didn't hit home greatly either.
    

    
      Because the appearance of Veles differed too much from Dragons mentioned in legends.
    

    
      Scales comparable to gold.
    

    
      Dragons handling all magic were called the strongest race on earth.
    

    
      But now Veles….
    

    
      No matter what words used to package him, he looked only like a lizard stuck between rocks and trees.
    

    
      Eventually, nothing changed.
    

    
      Lawrence, who concentrated on training in the meantime, finally reaped results.
    

    
      The day marking exactly one month of training Ears to hear.
    

    
      Finally, the proposal of the rabbit with four ears was heard.
    

    
      「There are delicious fruits on the mountain. If the Child who is loved is okay, won't you go eat together?」
    

    
      Hunger is not felt in the Astral World.
    

    
      Even without eating or drinking, there is no starving to death.
    

    
      That was a characteristic of the Astral World calling the form of the soul.
    

    
      So the rabbit's proposal was really unexpected.
    

    
      “Fruit?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Really delicious. It's sour yet really sweet.”
    

    
      Inadvertently, saliva passed down the throat.
    

    
      He was absolutely not attracted to the word delicious.
    

    
      “Good. Since you helped me before. This time is my turn.”
    

    
      “You didn't forget?”
    

    
      “Because a promise is a promise.”
    

    
      “This is why I like the Child who is loved!”
    

    
      Lawrence moved his steps with the rabbit.
    

    
      Pass the valley where neighbors usually stay and climb the mountain.
    

    
      Different from the mountain climbed with the Fire Lizard.
    

    
      Dragon's Valley harmonized with pure white snow is beautiful wherever one goes.
    

    
      As he advanced uttering exclamations, before he knew it, he had reached a scenery seen for the first time.
    

    
      Mountain peak with perpetual snow piled up.
    

    
      What filled the dancing snowy field were numerous fruit trees.
    

    
      Wondering where so many neighbors had been hiding, neighbors gathered under fruit trees were busy eating fruits continuously.
    

    
      Sounds of giggling rang continuously.
    

    
      Sour yet sweet fruit smell.
    

    
      Just like the rabbit said, scent stimulating appetite overflowed.
    

    
      “How is it? My words are right, right?”
    

    
      “Indeed. Looks really delicious.”
    

    
      The rabbit guided Lawrence to a fruit tree.
    

    
      There was a red fruit looking appetizing on the tree.
    

    
      “Try eating. Surely the Child who is loved will like it too.”
    

    
      “Then without declining….”
    

    
      It was when Lawrence reached out for the fruit.
    

    
      A familiar hand blocked his view.
    

    
      Familiar tapping was felt on the head.
    

    
      “Acheron?”
    

    
      「Do not reach for Pomona fearlessly. Do you want to be captured by the Astral World like this?」
    

    
      Acheron's expression as he put down the tree branch was cold.
    

    
      “What does that mean?”
    

    
      The one returning an answer was not Acheron.
    

    
      The rabbit who climbed to the peak with Lawrence threw a tantrum.
    

    
      「Guardian who only regrets! Why do you interfere with what we do!?」
    

    
      It is not the rabbit's voice heard until a moment ago.
    

    
      The voice distorted with anger was grotesque like a monster beyond measure.
    

    
      「No matter how lovely the Child who is loved is. There is a line that should not be crossed.」
    

    
      The rabbit's face transformed.
    

    
      Red eyes were dyed with eerie blood color.
    

    
      As the mouth opened widely to the point of tearing, teeth not looking like a rabbit's were revealed inside.
    

    
      「You say that? After killing countless Children who are loved already? You are going to do so this time too anyway, right? If so, rather hand over the Child who is loved to us!」
    

    
      Startled Lawrence backed away.
    

    
      Feeling no rejection was only at the beginning.
    

    
      Now a small monster in the form of a rabbit was in that spot.
    

    
      Must not be deceived by cute appearance.
    

    
      These too are forgotten existences.
    

    
      Existences of the Astral World harboring the mystery of the world, whether big or small.
    

    
      「That cannot be. Whatever you say, the fact that I am a Guardian does not change. If you have no intention to fight, back off. I will forgive you just for today.」
    

    
      「Forgive? Really absurd. The one who has to beg for forgiveness is not us but you, you murderer.」
    

    
      The rabbit returned to its original appearance.
    

    
      「Child who is loved. If you feel like it, come here to eat fruit anytime. Because the Astral World with us will be more enjoyable than the Material World with only hard and sad things.」
    

    
      The rabbit stuck out its tongue looking at Acheron.
    

    
      As the rabbit left the spot as if fleeing, neighbors who were around all left this place behind too.
    

    
      Lawrence felt his chest chill.
    

    
      “Acheron.”
    

    
      「Speak.」
    

    
      “If I had eaten this fruit, what would have happened?”
    

    
      「You would have been captured by the Astral World. And you would have met the ending of becoming a Changeling without being able to return to the Material World anymore.」
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Appetite that arose seeing the fruit disappeared in an instant.
    

    
      He felt empty beyond measure at the thought of being deceived by the neighbor.
    

    
      “Did they intend to do so from the start?”
    

    
      「The pure goodwill neighbors of the Astral World harbored for you is solely done out of love for the Child who is loved.」
    

    
      “Pure goodwill? Deceiving me?”
    

    
      He trembled with a sense of betrayal.
    

    
      「They wouldn't think they deceived. Whatever the process, they must be thinking only they can protect the Child who is loved. Goodwill is such a thing. Not asking for understanding. It is just emotion directed unilaterally.」
    

    
      “I cannot understand.”
    

    
      「No need to try to understand. Neighbors of the Astral World are such existences.」
    

    
      However, Acheron changed the topic.
    

    
      「Receiving a proposal to go eat Pomona means you came to hear to some extent. You worked hard. I thought it would take at least two months, but seeing you reach this level in one month, I judged you wrongly.」
    

    
      “Still far away. There are still many times I cannot understand words if I don't concentrate.”
    

    
      At the praise dropped suddenly, Lawrence bowed his head.
    

    
      「Two months more time remains than initially thought. Will you move on to the next Cognitive Concept now?」
    

    
      What would be good after Ears to hear?
    

    
      Among the five Cognitive Concepts, the outlines of Mouth to convey and Nose to smell hadn't even been grasped yet.
    

    
      Two months. Time fits perfectly too.
    

    
      Since it took one month to obtain Ears to hear, maybe he can obtain the remaining two Cognitive Concepts by investing two months time.
    

    
      Lawrence, who worried for a moment, opened his mouth.
    

    
      “I have one thing I am curious about.”
    

    
      「Speak.」
    

    
      “The Ears to hear I possess is not perfect. Although I came to understand neighbors' words, I still cannot understand words of Acheron or Veles. So I guess, just like magic, can Cognitive Concepts also do more depending on training?”
    

    
      For instance, just as Ears to hear can hear more.
    

    
      Maybe Eyes to see can also see more?
    

    
      Including other Cognitive Concepts not obtained yet.
    

    
      「As you say. Possessing five Cognitive Concepts is merely the minimum condition to become a proper Wizard to the end. Depending on the stage you want to achieve, you must pursue an even higher level for Cognitive Concepts too.」
    

    
      “You mean this is not the end.”
    

    
      “Are you disappointed? But approaching the providence of the world is not that easy.”
    

    
      Lawrence shook his head.
    

    
      Disappointed. That can't be true, can it?
    

    
      “Excessive miracles always come with a price. New Cognitive Concepts are okay. During the remaining two months, I want to train the Cognitive Concepts I possess.”
    

    
      When I can't even handle properly what I possess now.
    

    
      There is no need to covet other Cognitive Concepts.
    

    
      He had to rise to a level where he could at least handle the weapons in hand satisfactorily.
    

    
      A satisfied expression rose on Acheron's face.
    

    
      「Excellent answer. During the remaining time, become familiar with the Cognitive Concepts you possess as much as possible. Since that will become the path approaching greater mystery. Do not worry about where to walk. While you stay in the Dragon's Valley, this Acheron will guide the path advancing to the providence of the world.」
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Before he knew it, one month passed since the fruit tree incident.
    

    
      As a result of concentrating on Ears to hear, he came to be able to understand Acheron and Veles' words even without the tree branch.
    

    
      Once things unheard became heard, it became incredibly comfortable.
    

    
      Among that, the happiest thing was becoming able to converse with Veles.
    

    
      Although Veles was always drunk on sleep, whenever he had his eyes open, he bestowed teachings that became flesh and bone.
    

    
      Although he couldn't understand even one story out of ten properly.
    

    
      Just by peeking at a fragment of huge mystery, Lawrence could approach one step closer to growth.
    

    
      Now he believes.
    

    
      The fact that Veles is a legendary Dragon.
    

    
      The repository of knowledge buried in conversations was full of experience Lawrence dared not fathom.
    

    
      If possible, he wanted to share more stories, but time given to Veles was not much.
    

    
      「From now on, converse based on what you heard.」
    

    
      The next step is communication.
    

    
      Not just focusing on hearing, but conversing too.
    

    
      In a sense, it was in line with dreaming usually.
    

    
      「It's the Fairy's Meadow. If you have experience, adapting will be easy too. However, bear in mind that Spirits gathered in this place harbor greater mystery than Fairies.」
    

    
      Now Lawrence knows too.
    

    
      How scary Spirits with cute appearances are.
    

    
      Time adapting to conversation was enjoyable.
    

    
      Lawrence mingled with Spirits like a child of that age.
    

    
      From then, he went around exploring Dragon's Valley.
    

    
      Spirits were so energetic that once they mingled, they didn't know how to stop easily.
    

    
      One day climbing the mountain.
    

    
      One day crossing the valley.
    

    
      One day going back and forth in the canyon, etc.
    

    
      They were so active that Lawrence gained physical strength.
    

    
      Around when two more weeks passed like that.
    

    
      Finally, the day Veles embarks on the journey arrived.
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      「It is the beginning of a long, long journey. Everyone must gather and celebrate!」
    

    
      “Is everyone gathered already?”
    

    
      「Yeah. The Child who is loved is the last. It's okay to come slowly.」
    

    
      The rabbit with four ears answered with a bright voice.
    

    
      If those words were true, it wasn't the time to be doing this.
    

    
      As he reached out his hand, the rabbit naturally climbed onto Lawrence's shoulder.
    

    
      “Let's hurry.”
    

    
      「Ahaha. You are too flustered. Veles is old so it's okay for him to go a little late. Surely he will leave for the journey sluggishly too?」
    

    
      Regardless of this and that, the one closest to the boy among Spirits was the rabbit.
    

    
      It told him to eat fruits anytime if he wanted.
    

    
      Since that day, it didn't deceive Lawrence or force him.
    

    
      Pure goodwill.
    

    
      The boy also understood that this is what neighbors of the Astral World are like.
    

    
      Then, just like with the rabbit, there was no need to mind.
    

    
      Soon, when Lawrence arrived at the canyon, the area around Veles was packed tight without room to step.
    

    
      It wasn't just Spirits gathered.
    

    
      On the trees, neighbors with attire similar to Red Eyes were seen.
    

    
      The eye visible through the cloth is ordinary black. Its number is one.
    

    
      They looked like relatively normal neighbors, but as expected, the moving sleeves were empty.
    

    
      Small trees like saplings are gathered slowly in one place.
    

    
      Whether these are also neighbors of the Astral World, they took a spot on one side and entangled their trunks with each other.
    

    
      In the sky, black cloaks riding brooms float around.
    

    
      Surely there shouldn't be a neighbor wearing it, but a fancy mask carried around was floating in front of the cloak.
    

    
      For some reason, it felt like eyes that would be behind the mask were watching below.
    

    
      There is no suitable seat to sit.
    

    
      Cold-heartedly, the rabbit who came here together left for the place where small neighbors were gathered.
    

    
      He was trying to sit roughly at the back inevitably.
    

    
      Someone kicked Lawrence's butt.
    

    
      “Acheron?”
    

    
      「Do not do that from behind and come to the front of Veles.」
    

    
      Acheron is sending a disapproving gaze.
    

    
      As if asking why he is in such a place, deep furrows were dug in his forehead.
    

    
      There are no words to reply.
    

    
      He goes forward with Acheron helplessly.
    

    
      Fortunately, there was an empty seat.
    

    
      Right in front of Veles.
    

    
      “You don't mean for me to sit here, right?”
    

    
      「…….」
    

    
      Acheron only returned a snort.
    

    
      「It seems everyone has gathered….」
    

    
      As Lawrence sat down, Veles opened his eyes.
    

    
      Low breathing sound. Weak voice.
    

    
      The Ancient Dragon who sensed the end of life started the last story.
    

    
      「Thank you all for gathering in this place. Old sworn friends. I do not know what this old body is to receive such treatment before leaving for a journey.」
    

    
      A breathless laughing sound was heard.
    

    
      「It was an aimless journey. Sometimes walking alone. Sometimes walking together. Before we knew it, the footsteps we advanced became a path for future generations. However, the path I and you all advanced is not the only path. Wandering one. So please do not give up. If you look back at the end of the journey, the path you walked will also have become a lamp for someone.」
    

    
      Faint breathing sound continued.
    

    
      Perhaps finding it difficult to speak more, Veles' eyes gradually lost light.
    

    
      「Lawrence. Are you there?」
    

    
      “Yes, yes. I am here, Veles.”
    

    
      He didn't know.
    

    
      Lawrence realized the fact that his voice was choked up.
    

    
      He felt something surge from under his throat.
    

    
      「Lawrence. I think it is truly fortunate that you came here.」
    

    
      This will probably be the last words Veles leaves.
    

    
      The moment of parting had approached right up close before he knew it.
    

    
      「This is the first and last gift I give you. I hope the Star's Guidance accompanies the path you go.」
    

    
      Acheron held out a tree branch.
    

    
      He could know without being told.
    

    
      As he bowed his head, the tree branch came onto Lawrence's head.
    

    
      If there is something different from usual, it is the soft touch.
    

    
      Acheron's other hand was touching Veles.
    

    
      「I hope it will be a comfortable journey, old friend.」
    

    
      「Causing you trouble until the end.」
    

    
      「That is what old connections are. I will miss you.」
    

    
      「Haha. Do not come hurriedly saying you miss me. Someday when the day comes for you to entrust your body to the wind, I will go to meet you on that day.」
    

    
      Voice becomes distant.
    

    
      Just as the world seemed to spin round and round, soon Lawrence's consciousness fell into darkness.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      When he opened his eyes, Lawrence was flying in the sky.
    

    
      Gentle yet refreshing wind strokes his face continuously.
    

    
      Shining sun.
    

    
      Clouds passing by.
    

    
      Twinkling stars. Blurry moon reflected beyond the blue sky.
    

    
      The scenery looking down from the sky possessed beauty incomparable to anything.
    

    
      Since when on earth was he wandering the sky?
    

    
      I don't know. He was floating in the blue sky for a long time enough not to remember even that.
    

    
      Yet, he doesn't want to give up flying in the sky.
    

    
      Originally, it is a freedom the wingless boy cannot enjoy.
    

    
      Even if this is merely a daydream, he had no mind to wake up.
    

    
      「The world we were born in is truly beautiful. Falling in love just by looking at it is unavoidable.」
    

    
      However, there is no dream that continues forever.
    

    
      A calm voice woke Lawrence who was drunk on the dream.
    

    
      「Veles?」
    

    
      No matter where he looked around, his appearance was not visible.
    

    
      Just the voice quietly tapped his head.
    

    
      「It seems you liked the scenery of the sky.」
    

    
      「Yes. I learned for the first time today that the world is this beautiful.」
    

    
      Still beyond his eyes, the endless blue sky continues.
    

    
      If it weren't for Veles, wouldn't he have looked at it forever?
    

    
      The world was charming enough that such thoughts occurred naturally.
    

    
      「However, it is time to embark on the journey now.」
    

    
      The blue sky that seemed to continue endlessly changed.
    

    
      Sky dyed black. In the sky covered with blurry dark clouds, a trail shining in silver continued.
    

    
      A silver thread passed through Lawrence.
    

    
      The sensation felt while traversing the blue sky just now was not felt.
    

    
      「This is…?」
    

    
      「You do not need to worry. The dream I dream will not cause you any harm.」
    

    
      「This was Veles' dream.」
    

    
      「It is a little distant from the dream you think of. To us, a dream is a collection of memories. We can reproduce the memories we want to see as dreams through the door of the unconscious anytime.」
    

    
      Then does this mean it is a scenery Veles experienced?
    

    
      Under the cloudy sky, earth dyed black was blooming.
    

    
      「This is an old memory already passed. The days when there was no distinction between the Astral World and the Material World yet. The scenery of the world referred to as the Age of Gods.」
    

    
      The silver trail embroidering the cloudy sky turned into a single circle.
    

    
      A circle mimicking a giant tree whose beginning and end could not be fathomed.
    

    
      On the circle woven with silver thread, a woman began a beautiful dance movement.
    

    
      Light fills the tree following the graceful steps.
    

    
      Silver radiance at the flowing fingertips. The continuously blooming radiance soon dyed the dark sky with blue light.
    

    
      Surprisingly, as the sky cleared, life began to bloom on the earth dyed black.
    

    
      Green meadow reviving and sprouts beginning to bud turned into trees and painted the world beautifully.
    

    
      What embroidered the sky was not a circle.
    

    
      That was a magic circle of a size Lawrence could not even imagine.
    

    
      「It is the Witch of the Mountain. Now real Witches are wandering the Astral World, but no Witch handling powerful Witchcraft like her remains anymore.」
    

    
      He couldn't say anything.
    

    
      No, he couldn't create a voice.
    

    
      Only admiration that couldn't quite become sound hovered inside his mouth.
    

    
      It is not that he understood the fragment of mystery performed in this spot.
    

    
      He couldn't dare understand.
    

    
      However, he realized how great magic this was.
    

    
      Magic embodying nature itself.
    

    
      Magic granting life to dying earth was simply a mystery that could only be expressed with the word miracle.
    

    
      「Painting the providence of the world. Leading the providence of the world with our will. Magic is knowing the world. See more and experience more. That will soon lead you to the providence of the world.」
    

    
      Scenery changes.
    

    
      The place flowed to riding the wind was an endless wilderness unfolded.
    

    
      Desolate wasteland where not a single blade of grass could be found.
    

    
      A man was examining that place where life did not bud.
    

    
      Sand that couldn't fill inside the hand scatters.
    

    
      The man who placed his hand on the wasteland opened his mouth.
    

    
      Distorting.
    

    
      The scenery that shouldn't be contained distorted into a bizarre form,
    

    
      Soon the magic started from the man's hand eroded the wasteland.
    

    
      Different from the Witch's magic sowing seeds of life.
    

    
      That was literally painting the world with a new color as if painting over a picture on the wasteland, as if bringing what exists from the start.
    

    
      Blue sprouts appeared suddenly.
    

    
      Green meadow appearing biting tail after tail.
    

    
      Trees with appetizing fruits hanging.
    

    
      Along with a clear lake, water of life soaked the dry earth.
    

    
      Soon the wasteland disappeared without a trace.
    

    
      What replaced that spot is a green forest full of life.
    

    
      「Bear in mind. Magic is borrowing and using the providence of the world. Do not try to achieve the providence of the world alone. The magic you think you achieved alone cannot be used without the help of the world either. Look around. There will always be neighbors lending a hand by your side.」
    

    
      The scenery arrived next was a canyon where fire surged.
    

    
      Two forces stared at each other with a bridge hit by storm in between.
    

    
      Standing as if protecting the bridge are neighbors of the Astral World.
    

    
      There are half-man half-horse neighbors similar in appearance to Acheron.
    

    
      Small neighbors including Fairies were also revealing hostility without hiding it.
    

    
      In the sky, non-human existences with wings including Witches were seen.
    

    
      Is it correct to call this a Wyvern?
    

    
      A pair of wings with membrane similar to a bat.
    

    
      Tail resembling a snake and four feet similar to those of a beast.
    

    
      Face appearing half mixed of wolf and lion was fierce and sharp.
    

    
      There is also a beautiful woman possessing wings instead of hands.
    

    
      Where clothes should be, pure white fur.
    

    
      Feet reminiscent of raptors looked beyond sturdy to adamant.
    

    
      And behind various neighbors, that existence was there.
    

    
      Golden jewel covering the sky.
    

    
      Overwhelming presence felt just by containing in eyes.
    

    
      Before that, any neighbor was bound to become infinitely small.
    

    
      Dragon.
    

    
      The life form symbolizing the era of myths itself was looking down on everyone.
    

    
      On the other hand, standing facing them were existences with the dark forest at their back.
    

    
      The moment tension reached the end.
    

    
      Those things came out of the forest and charged at the bridge.
    

    
      「However, never be swallowed by the providence of the world. Since what is at the end of arrogance is destined destruction, do not repeat the mistakes of the past. Please avoid becoming an old thing remaining as fantasy.」
    

    
      At that moment, the scenery changed.
    

    
      Numerous star clusters rose dancing in the dark sky.
    

    
      「The beginning was a wish and a desire. Toward the light twinkling in the starry sky, small existences voiced prayers and wishes. Sometimes to share joy and sorrow. Sometimes to endure incomprehensible disasters. Earnest desires soon created fear and terror, and this soon led to faith and awe.」
    

    
      Beyond the fantastic Milky Way spun by stars.
    

    
      Veles' voice was heard in the starry sky where unknown deja vu was felt.
    

    
      「Any existence fears and distances what they cannot understand. That is a defense mechanism to protect oneself and primal fear. You standing on the wall of the gap must realize this and distinguish those inside and outside the wall.」
    

    
      Calm and composed tone continued the story quietly.
    

    
      「Bear in mind, Lawrence. Crossing the wall is a taboo treated as forbidden regardless of time and place. Magic of the Astral World belongs to the Astral World. Being different from others is bound to birth persecution and oppression. Please do not forget that point in the long journey you will walk in the future.」
    

    
      Last advice.
    

    
      The power contained in the low voice faded.
    

    
      「This is all the scenery I can leave you. However, I want to believe it will surely be helpful for the journey you will walk in the future.」
    

    
      The starry sky shook anxiously, and the scenery engraved inside flowed out through the cracks.
    

    
      Light that shouldn't exist in the night sky.
    

    
      Clouds glimpsed in the blue sky rose one by one.
    

    
      「Ah, even so, it was a truly long journey. Now I too will go on the peaceful journey everyone awaits…. I see. Everyone is there….」
    

    
      “Veles?”
    

    
      And Lawrence woke from the dream.
    

    
      In front of his eyes, Veles sleeping soundly was seen.
    

    
      A golden fruit rose from his body that didn't even twitch.
    

    
      Dazzling radiance that seemed to blind eyes inadvertently.
    

    
      What jewel, what fruit could harbor such a fantastic color?
    

    
      Toward that thing looking like a jewel, a tree branch was extended.
    

    
      As if responding to it, the golden fruit was absorbed into the ground.
    

    
      Like a seed taking root.
    

    
      A single tree soared from the spot where the fruit touched.
    

    
      Veles moves no more.
    

    
      Faint breathing sound is heard no more.
    

    
      He, who seemed like he would speak even now, finally embarked on a long, long journey.
    

    
      「The manifestation of desire born from pure form accompanies the journey the Lord of Wind leaves. May it be a peaceful dream. May there be rest on the path advancing with the wind.」
    

    
      The black-eyed Divine Spirit raised a hand.
    

    
      A breeze blown from somewhere embraced the tree softly.
    

    
      「The Witch of the West pays homage to the journey the Lord of Wind leaves. May you embark on a peaceful journey. May you find the hoped-for rest at the end of that path.」
    

    
      Cloaks riding brooms waved wands.
    

    
      Twinkling light resembling star clusters settled on the tree created by the golden fruit.
    

    
      「Ent protecting the forest blesses the journey the Lord of Wind leaves. Before the cycle of noble nature, may you find the hoped-for rest.」
    

    
      Tree Spirits gathered tree trunks forward.
    

    
      Blooming leaves entangled, and the tree grew one level faster.
    

    
      「Spirits of Dragon's Valley look up to the Lord of Wind. May you be able to embark on a peaceful journey. May the anxiously sought rest be at the end.」
    

    
      The rabbit with four ears came out representing small neighbors.
    

    
      The rabbit kissed the roots stretching in all directions.
    

    
      「May you embark on a peaceful journey, Lord of Wind.」
    

    
      Neighbors' blessings continue.
    

    
      Around when the blessings of gathered neighbors reached the final stage, Acheron's turn returned.
    

    
      「Last Guardian Acheron guides the Lord of Wind. Neighbors who brightened this place today. Acheron, sworn friend and Guardian of the Lord of Wind, will not forget your sincerity. Please pray that there be blessings on the journey our close friend leaves.」
    

    
      Acheron's tree branch touched the tree.
    

    
      Blue leaves get dyed golden.
    

    
      Radiance of the golden fruit rising.
    

    
      Seeing that light fade, Acheron started a song.
    

    
      The beginning was alone.
    

    
      Witches' song was added to the lonely started song.
    

    
      Whispers of nature Ents sang harmonized.
    

    
      When he realized, all neighbors gathered in that spot were continuing the chorus.
    

    
      Lawrence is no different.
    

    
      Although he doesn't know what they are singing, the song flowed naturally from his mouth as if he knew from the start.
    

    
      Waves of emotion riding the song filled the chest.
    

    
      That did not start from the boy.
    

    
      Neighbors gathered in this place.
    

    
      It is an earnest wish blessing Veles leaving on a far journey.
    

    
      Sadness? Joy? Regret?
    

    
      Don't know.
    

    
      Emotion that cannot be expressed in one word was soon expressed as tears.
    

    
      It doesn't matter if not known.
    

    
      This is Mouth to convey. Since words soon contain power, the song sung together with neighbors was already like magic touching the providence of the world.
    

    
      As the long, long song ended, neighbors left that spot one by one.
    

    
      Acheron exchanged greetings with them who blessed Veles' last journey.
    

    
      Lawrence was watching that appearance stepping one step back.
    

    
      He still couldn't believe Veles left the world.
    

    
      As always, it just looks like he is closing his eyes.
    

    
      However, he is not here anymore.
    

    
      Lawrence stroked Veles' coldly cooled head.
    

    
      May it be a peaceful journey.
    

    
      I will never forget the goodwill you bestowed upon me.
    

    
      Just as he did to friends not in the world anymore.
    

    
      Lawrence vowed never to forget Veles.
    

    
      「You sing quite well. Child who is loved.」
    

    
      It was a woman's voice.
    

    
      Raising his head, he saw a black cloak riding a broom and a fancy mask.
    

    
      It is the Witch of the West.
    

    
      They who sang next to Acheron were looking at Lawrence.
    

    
      「I knew at a glance that the Lord of Wind was seeing you specially. You say you want to explore the providence of the world? The path walking the magic way is bound to be unified into one. It would be good if we can meet again someday.」
    

    
      It is not words wishing for an answer.
    

    
      Before Lawrence could reply anything, the broom soared.
    

    
      「Story about inviting to the Witch's Night. Come anytime if you feel like it.」
    

    
      The broom remaining until the last added.
    

    
      She too floated into the sky following other brooms.
    

    
      “I will visit if an opportunity comes.”
    

    
      「…I will be hoping that time comes quickly.」
    

    
      Brooms disappeared beyond the sky.
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      Chapter 27 : The key to the underworld
    

    
      And the day to leave the Dragon's Valley dawned.
    

    
      The sunlight casting down through the shade of the trees woke Lawrence.
    

    
      The boy, greeting a fresh morning, packed his belongings first.
    

    
      Speaking of belongings, what he had after entering the Astral World was only the robe Edith made and Blackwell's letter.
    

    
      Lawrence recalled Acheron's words.
    

    
      「You in the Astral World are close to the form of your soul. It means your current appearance is the peaceful and ideal form you envision.」
    

    
      He looked back at the Dragon's Valley for the last time.
    

    
      The beginning was definitely a coincidence.
    

    
      Unexpected clash with Mercenaries.
    

    
      The death struggle in the Spider Forest drove the boy to the verge of death.
    

    
      At the end of the fierce battle, the goddess of victory smiled upon the boy.
    

    
      However, even though he became the victor, his body was a wreck.
    

    
      The traveler standing at the end of the weary journey faced a Holy Land that shouldn't exist.
    

    
      It was truly an unbelievable adventure.
    

    
      The encounter that could only be called a miracle guided the boy to a new path.
    

    
      The last Guardian protecting the Dragon's Valley, Acheron.
    

    
      The Ancient Dragon Veles who finished preparations to embark on a far journey.
    

    
      The rabbit with four legs through which he could see the true form of neighbors.
    

    
      Even the small neighbors with whom he played together in the canyon.
    

    
      Perhaps no matter how much time passes, he will not be able to forget the things that happened in the Dragon's Valley.
    

    
      He moves his heavy steps.
    

    
      As he climbed the hill along the white snowy path, Acheron was waiting for Lawrence at the canyon where Veles' tree grew.
    

    
      「You are late.」
    

    
      “I am sorry.”
    

    
      「I understand! Lawrence doesn't want to part with us either, right? You thought well. Wouldn't you like to stay here even now? It's not too late yet.」
    

    
      Lawrence, sitting down, met eyes with the rabbit.
    

    
      “Sorry. That seems a bit difficult.”
    

    
      「Really? Can't be helped then. But it's okay. If you ever feel like it even later, come back anytime. Because we will always welcome Lawrence.」
    

    
      As they bumped hands and feet, the guy responded with laughter.
    

    
      「Lawrence.」
    

    
      He faces Acheron.
    

    
      The first meeting was vigilance, but now gentleness dwelt in the Guardian's gaze looking at the boy.
    

    
      「There is something I want to tell you for the last time.」
    

    
      “I will listen carefully.”
    

    
      「Beware of magic books.」
    

    
      What does this mean again?
    

    
      「If it is a general magic book of the Material World, it doesn't pose a problem. After all, what transcribed human magic is humans. However, there are magic books that are not of humans, but originally of the Astral World.」
    

    
      Acheron paused for a moment and continued.
    

    
      「Commonly called Grimoire. I don't know if you have ever heard of it.」
    

    
      The boy shook his head.
    

    
      He only heard that there are magic shops, but had never been to a village with a magic shop.
    

    
      「Human Wizards seal Grimoires as forbidden books and manage them strictly. The reason is because they cannot handle the mystery of the Astral World contained in Grimoires.」
    

    
      “Because of Cognitive Concepts, I suppose.”
    

    
      「Correct. Unless one has Connected Head, one is bound to be directly exposed to the influence of the Astral World. But that doesn't mean one can see it either. Unless one has Eyes to see, what is reflected in those eyes are letters with no meaning. There is no way one can peek into the true meaning of mystery. Even if one protects oneself with a few mysteries, that cannot be a perfect defense measure. It is the price for wishing for an excessive miracle. It is a self-evident result that one cannot maintain a sound mind at the end of that.」
    

    
      For some reason, it seemed he had a memory of hearing about it.
    

    
      Magic books that make one crazy just by looking. Crazy Wizards.
    

    
      …It seems the Mercenaries who chased the boy in the Spider Forest mentioned such words.
    

    
      「Among Grimoires, there are forbidden books where secret arts to descend neighbors of the Astral World to the Material World are written. Pointing at this, old existences called it the Key to the Astral World.」
    

    
      A black book floated from Acheron's hand.
    

    
      「The Key to the Astral World consists of a total of three volumes. Lemegeton, Codex Gigas, Al Azif. Among these, Lemegeton was under Veles' management.」
    

    
      The moment he contained the forbidden book of the Astral World in his eyes, Lawrence understood.
    

    
      “Is that really…. a book?”
    

    
      This is not an object that can be dismissed with the word book.
    

    
      Just floating there, it feels like the world is screaming.
    

    
      The density of mana Lemegeton scatters was so thick that it even hindered breathing.
    

    
      「Old mysteries are bound to harbor divinity just by existing. As you say, this is already close to a living organism beyond a book. Therefore Grimoires are treated as forbidden books and are dangerous.」
    

    
      Acheron waved the tree branch.
    

    
      A thick book cover overlapped over Lemegeton.
    

    
      The forbidden book that was eroding the world became quiet as the seal was put in its mouth.
    

    
      「This is a gift I give you. Since I received permission before Veles left on the far journey, he too was hoping for you to become the owner of this Lemegeton.」
    

    
      “This to me…?”
    

    
      「Lawrence. You were different from other Children who are loved. Despite not being taught a single magic, strangely enough, you didn't voice a single complaint. You have the qualification to become the owner of this book.」
    

    
      Something choked up.
    

    
      Had he ever been acknowledged by someone to this extent?
    

    
      And from none other than Veles and Acheron, at that.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      Lawrence, having received Lemegeton, moved his hand to the book cover.
    

    
      「3 years.」
    

    
      The tree branch blocked that hand.
    

    
      「Do not open Lemegeton for at least 3 years from now. Start learning Lemegeton when you think you are ready with the seal tightly bound.」
    

    
      “Am I that lacking?”
    

    
      「Before the Key to the Astral World, everyone is a feeble existence. This too is a story assuming your growth speed is at maximum. If thinking about safety, it would be correct to set at least 5 years but…. I want to place hope on your potential.」
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      He lowered the hand he placed on Lemegeton.
    

    
      Greed is forbidden.
    

    
      Now let's be grateful for the fact that he obtained the magic book he wanted so much.
    

    
      「When you go out to the Material World, find a Rift of the Astral World.」
    

    
      “If you mean Rift of the Astral World…. You mean the passage that guided me here.”
    

    
      The broken Goddess Statue that was in the lost Holy Land.
    

    
      The Goddess Statue guided Lawrence to the Dragon's Valley.
    

    
      「If it is true that you passed through a Rift of the Astral World, it means you received the Star's Guidance.」
    

    
      “Would a coincidence happen twice?”
    

    
      He doesn't know well what the Star's Guidance is.
    

    
      However, he knew that it was a phenomenon like a miracle to neighbors of the Astral World.
    

    
      「Once and twice do not pose a problem. We call events that are bound to happen at the time they should happen miracles. Surely if it's you, you will find other Rifts of the Astral World, and be loved no matter which Astral World you go to.」
    

    
      “Being a Child who is loved is really amazing.”
    

    
      「You are you. Lawrence. Being a Child who is loved is merely a modifier decorating you. If it wasn't you, I wouldn't have given teachings. If it wasn't you, Veles wouldn't have shown the last dream either.」
    

    
      It was a tone filled with conviction.
    

    
      Also, they were warm words boosting the self-esteem of Lawrence embarking on a journey.
    

    
      「Raise your head. Straighten your shoulders. Put strength in your eyes and look at the opponent. Do not bring shame to the efforts you made. You are Lawrence who received teachings from the last Guardian Acheron. A child acknowledged by the Lord of Wind Veles. No matter where you go, engrave that fact deep in your heart and carry it.」
    

    
      He raises his head.
    

    
      Straightens his shoulders and looks at Acheron.
    

    
      Seeing the boy's eyes, he made a satisfied expression.
    

    
      「Since words soon contain the power of spirit of language, as long as you recognize that fact, our names will always be with you. Do you understand?」
    

    
      “Yes. I will bear it in mind.”
    

    
      As he reached out his hand intending to shake hands, Acheron spread both arms.
    

    
      He knows what it means.
    

    
      However, something like this is a little embarrassing.
    

    
      While Lawrence hesitated, Acheron hugged him warmly.
    

    
      「A single flower blooming at dawn. I hope infinite glory blooms on the path you go.」
    

    
      “Acheron, take care of yourself too.”
    

    
      The embrace shared with the last Guardian felt ticklish warmth.
    

    
      Acheron waved the tree branch.
    

    
      Veles' tree gets dyed golden.
    

    
      Falling leaves created golden radiance.
    

    
      That was similar to the halo of light seen from the broken Goddess Statue.
    

    
      “We can meet again, right?”
    

    
      「As long as you wish for the providence of the world, our paths will overlap once again.」
    

    
      Acheron asserted.
    

    
      Voice where hesitation cannot be found.
    

    
      Because he knows this is not the end, he seemed able to be this confident.
    

    
      So Lawrence laughed too.
    

    
      If this is not the end, that was enough.
    

    
      “Until the day we meet again, you must be healthy, Acheron.”
    

    
      Acheron smiled a small smile barely visible.
    

    
      “Goodbye everyone! Let's meet again!”
    

    
      「Goodbye, Child who is loved!」
    

    
      「Let's meet again, Lawrence!」
    

    
      Lawrence, having bid farewell, advanced into the golden radiance.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Golden radiance flows.
    

    
      Lawrence, entrusting his body to the flow, was just drifting away.
    

    
      Like a comet falling.
    

    
      Starlight flowing with golden radiance left a long tail.
    

    
      Dreaming starlight. Trail of stars.
    

    
      Twinkle of light that shouldn't be reached.
    

    
      Where the shooting star fell, a vast lake unfolded.
    

    
      A lake that seemed to have moved the starlit night sky as is.
    

    
      Or a cradle reflecting starlight fallen from the night sky as is.
    

    
      He reached out his hand inadvertently.
    

    
      He felt like he could catch the dazzlingly bright star if it was now.
    

    
      Only the trail of light caught on his fingertips.
    

    
      Starlight slipping through fingers headed beyond the lake.
    

    
      Following and following.
    

    
      He does not give up.
    

    
      Even if the star flees, there is no way to escape from here.
    

    
      The tail of light left by the star was an excellent guidepost.
    

    
      Starlight became intense.
    

    
      Around when he was submerged in the pouring star clusters.
    

    
      Before he knew it, the lake of the sea of stars disappeared and Lawrence became a boy.
    

    
      Narrowing vision. Shrinking alleyway.
    

    
      The stench peculiar to back alleys pierced the tip of the nose.
    

    
      It is Hilton Village where he ran around frantically when he was young.
    

    
      Questions did not arise.
    

    
      Pleasant throbbing knocked on his chest.
    

    
      The boy chased the starlight fleeing along the alleyway.
    

    
      Old memories revived.
    

    
      The alleyway where the end was not visible no matter how much he ran.
    

    
      If he passed a few corners and buildings, a new scenery always appeared.
    

    
      When young, he thought that was the door leading to the world.
    

    
      Because the idea of crossing the back alley and going out of the village was a dream that shouldn't dwell in a young heart.
    

    
      Since when did that shallow perception change?
    

    
      「Are you alone?」
    

    
      He knows.
    

    
      Perhaps that is Lawrence's starting point.
    

    
      The one who changed the boy's world was the Leader.
    

    
      At first, he didn't want to acknowledge.
    

    
      Because the moment he accepted the Leader's words was admitting himself drunk on a vain dream.
    

    
      He ran not wanting to admit that fact.
    

    
      That the back alley leading to the world does not end.
    

    
      That even in a dirty back alley, earnest wishes are bound to bloom.
    

    
      Like that, he wanted to believe.
    

    
      As he came out of the back alley, the familiar hill appeared.
    

    
      Under the sunset dyed red, four graves were seen.
    

    
      All are graves of friends who dreamed of the world the Leader showed.
    

    
      「Send him off smiling at least when a friend dies. That way the guy can leave with peace of mind too.」
    

    
      Tomorrow, which orphans were not even allowed to dare dream of.
    

    
      Desiring.
    

    
      He dreamed the dream that shouldn't even be drawn, together with everyone.
    

    
      So even in young hearts, everyone was prepared.
    

    
      Even if we can't be together with everyone, it's okay.
    

    
      If even one among us escapes the alleyway.
    

    
      Because the dream won't end as a dream but continue riding the heart.
    

    
      Do not vomit sadness.
    

    
      Just remember holding the burning heart.
    

    
      Beyond the dream, let's run toward the dream.
    

    
      I will take you guys to the world.
    

    
      And the boy finally grasped the starlight.
    

    
      Star in the night sky that was only allowed to be looked at.
    

    
      The star held in hand was taking on brilliant golden light.
    

    
      Being mesmerized by that beauty was momentary.
    

    
      Lawrence realized the surroundings were strangely bright.
    

    
      The lake of the sea of stars where thick darkness was cast.
    

    
      Is filled with starlight hard to count in numbers.
    

    
      Red, black, white….
    

    
      Starlight blooming in five colors presented a fantastic scenery.
    

    
      Forgetting even the fact that he caught one star among them.
    

    
      Lawrence's eyes were stolen by the mystery of blooming stars.
    

    
      Even if bringing anything in the world, a scenery surpassing this view would not exist.
    

    
      No matter what modifier attached, explaining this mysterious spectacle would be impossible.
    

    
      A feeling as if being overwhelmed by blooming starlight.
    

    
      Emotion leading beyond admiration to awe made him feel even unknown elation.
    

    
      The golden star slipped out of his hand.
    

    
      The star headed onto the lake did not flee.
    

    
      As if possessed by starlight, Lawrence approached the lake.
    

    
      Golden star exceptionally conspicuous even among numerous starlights.
    

    
      The moment he reached out his hand once again.
    

    
      The golden star disappeared into the lake.
    

    
      Now even if he reaches out, it doesn't touch.
    

    
      As long as it sank into the lake of the sea of stars, there was no way to find the star.
    

    
      However, that was not the end.
    

    
      Starlight surging from the lake poured toward the boy.
    

    
      Reflexively, he squeezed his eyes shut.
    

    
      …Pain was not felt.
    

    
      As he carefully opened his eyes, a dreamy sea of stars was seen.
    

    
      Different from the cold darkness of the night sky.
    

    
      Beckoning starlight was accepting him warmly.
    

    
      Now the golden star is right by his side.
    

    
      Lawrence, who inadvertently tried to catch the star, stopped his hand.
    

    
      「The beginning was a wish and a desire. Toward the light twinkling in the starry sky, small existences voiced prayers and wishes.」
    

    
      Barely, Veles' teaching came to mind.
    

    
      It was so.
    

    
      He shouldn't catch the star.
    

    
      Shouldn't try to grasp, nor try to seize.
    

    
      Why didn't he notice?
    

    
      The golden star was whispering from the start.
    

    
      That he just needs to flow to the desired place together with us.
    

    
      Entrust the body to the flow of stars.
    

    
      Flowing starlight permeated into the boy's body one by one.
    

    
      Warmth tickling the chest.
    

    
      Mysterious energy spreading through the whole body.
    

    
      Ah, the providence of the world whispers.
    

    
      Now the starlight he wished for so much dwelt in his heart.
    

    
      “Shadow Light.”
    

    
      Golden star bloomed at the fingertip.
    

    
      Dreamy starlight driving away even the darkness cast on the lake of the sea of stars.
    

    
      Dawn breaks.
    

    
      Starlight soon surpassed golden radiance and guided the boy to the world.
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      Chapter 28 : Shadow light 
    

    
      Soon, Lawrence reached beyond the rift.
    

    
      Unfamiliar scenery.
    

    
      What is seen above the dry earth are dried-up trees.
    

    
      Nothing fits with the scenery in his memory.
    

    
      He sighed a sigh of relief inadvertently.
    

    
      That's a relief. It's not the lost Holy Land of the Spider Forest.
    

    
      Just the absence of Forest Spiders meant minimum safety was secured.
    

    
      Acheron said.
    

    
      That magic returning to the Material World beyond the rift is very dangerous.
    

    
      Apart from opening the Rift of the Astral World, he said the destination arriving at could not be designated.
    

    
      Then where is this place?
    

    
      If he hasn't left the Kingdom, perhaps it is the southern region.
    

    
      The reason for thinking so was simple.
    

    
      Because the weather was beyond warm to brutally hot.
    

    
      However, such things were merely trivial problems.
    

    
      Lawrence, sitting down, recalled the lake of the sea of stars.
    

    
      That was a fleetingly dreamy spectacle.
    

    
      He feels like the pouring starlight is glimmering before his eyes even now.
    

    
      Since the trail of stars drove away darkness,
    

    
      The boy voiced the words that announced dawn.
    

    
      “Shadow Light.”
    

    
      Shadows clumped into a single form.
    

    
      Light dwelling in the dark sphere happened truly in an instant.
    

    
      Shadow of the gaunt tree scatters.
    

    
      The light the shadow created was similar to the sun.
    

    
      There was no reason to fear night falling anymore.
    

    
      New magic.
    

    
      And a mystery driving away darkness, at that.
    

    
      The magic used after a long time still answered the boy's call.
    

    
      Lawrence stared at Shadow Light with a happy heart.
    

    
      However, that was momentary.
    

    
      Soon, the boy, retracting Shadow Light, took off his hood.
    

    
      Hot.
    

    
      It is so hot that he cannot concentrate at all.
    

    
      Due to air beyond hot to sticky, even breathing was strenuous.
    

    
      Body is heavy as if someone is dragging it down, and a strange smell kept tickling the tip of the nose.
    

    
      He looked around with an annoyed gaze.
    

    
      Rampant heat and dreary primitive forest.
    

    
      Bizarre ground where he couldn't tell if it was water or land.
    

    
      Duckweeds were floating on shallow water with an earthy tint.
    

    
      Different from the barren land commonly seen in Hilton Village.
    

    
      It looks like a dried-up pond or lake.
    

    
      Also looks like drought struck as rain hadn't fallen for a long time.
    

    
      Dry scenery seen for the first time in his life.
    

    
      Lawrence, covering his eyes with his hand, looked up at the sky.
    

    
      Weather beyond dazzling to burning.
    

    
      The scorching sunlight shows no sign of subsiding at all.
    

    
      Heat that doesn't go away easily gnawed at stamina repeatedly.
    

    
      The day was so hot he even felt sensation of exposed skin burning between the worn robe.
    

    
      It wasn't the time to take off the hood because it was hot.
    

    
      The boy, pressing the hood down again, moved his steps.
    

    
      How long had he moved his steps?
    

    
      Just like the cracked ground, his throat dries up.
    

    
      Lawrence, stopping for a moment, gasped for breath.
    

    
      Hot. Incredibly hot.
    

    
      Even it wasn't just hot, but the whole body felt sticky.
    

    
      Sweat flowed as sweat does, but the sticky body didn't move well.
    

    
      More frustrating is the fact that he cannot take off the robe and hood.
    

    
      The hood reflected at the edge of vision was full of all sorts of bugs.
    

    
      It feels like bugs are rolling inside the robe along with sweat.
    

    
      It is not just a feeling.
    

    
      Whole body was itchy wondering how much he was bitten already.
    

    
      As if responding to the impatient mind, feet kept sinking into the ground.
    

    
      The damp ground feels closer to flowing water gathered.
    

    
      3 months spent in Dragon's Valley.
    

    
      He thought he didn't neglect training while mingling with neighbors, but he only keenly felt insufficient stamina whether he liked it or not.
    

    
      It was when he advanced wiping off sweat somehow.
    

    
      Lawrence faced that thing wandering around.
    

    
      Bear?
    

    
      No. Different from a bear.
    

    
      Brown fur and thick skin.
    

    
      Face looking like wolf and bear mixed half and half.
    

    
      The giant body shape definitely resembled a bear, but bears walk on two feet but do not carry clubs.
    

    
      It even wore protective gear like shoulder guards on the body, albeit clumsily.
    

    
      Must be a monster.
    

    
      Judge cool-headedly.
    

    
      There is no need to fight a monster whose name is unknown.
    

    
      Physical condition is bad, and even if succeeding in defeating the guy, he cannot even take byproducts that become money.
    

    
      A fight with no gain in many ways.
    

    
      The problem is unlike Spider Forest, there are not many places to hide.
    

    
      Even so, fleeing secretly doesn't look good.
    

    
      Moving rashly might rather lead to being discovered.
    

    
      Lawrence curled his body as much as possible behind a gaunt tree for now.
    

    
      Thankful for the robe tattered with dirt and bugs.
    

    
      Unintentionally, in the current situation, he could induce deception.
    

    
      Fortunately, the monster resembling a bear headed straight to the river.
    

    
      As the guy's figure disappeared into muddy water, Lawrence raised his body slowly.
    

    
      It was at that moment.
    

    
      Suddenly a pile of dirt nearby rose up.
    

    
      “…?!”
    

    
      A mysterious man covered all over with dirt.
    

    
      He only lifted his head in a prone position.
    

    
      As if telling to be quiet, he placed a finger on his lips without sound.
    

    
      Lawrence couldn't say anything.
    

    
      Not screaming wasn't because of the man's gesture.
    

    
      Simply because he was too surprised.
    

    
      He never imagined a person would come out from that spot.
    

    
      The man who felt Lawrence's gaze changed his gesture.
    

    
      This time the hand gesture became a little bigger.
    

    
      As if telling to hide behind the tree again, he sent hand gestures repeatedly.
    

    
      Impatience was felt somewhere in that action.
    

    
      Danger. Warning.
    

    
      No time.
    

    
      Decide to follow intuition.
    

    
      Lawrence hid behind the tree again.
    

    
      Then the man also camouflaged as a dirt pile as if waiting.
    

    
      A while later those things started coming out of the river.
    

    
      Monsters resembling bears.
    

    
      Not one or two.
    

    
      The number of guys coming out of muddy water is as many as five.
    

    
      Dirty soil was full on bodies where water drops flowed down.
    

    
      Even though covered in dirty water, those bodies didn't get wet.
    

    
      Vigilant gazes headed to the surroundings.
    

    
      The tree where the boy hid too. The dirt pile where the man camouflaged too.
    

    
      Looking around in order, the guys soon went down along the river bank.
    

    
      That's a relief.
    

    
      If he ignored the man's warning, he would have been discovered helplessly.
    

    
      Do not move immediately preparing for one in ten thousand chance.
    

    
      The man camouflaged as dirt pile doesn't raise his body either.
    

    
      Around when bugs seen for the first time started crawling in front of eyes.
    

    
      The man rose from his spot slowly.
    

    
      Whether the camouflage dirt pile was something similar to a robe, he approached Lawrence wearing that on his body as is.
    

    
      Then abruptly knocked on his head.
    

    
      “What kind of guy are you? Are you crazy to die?”
    

    
      The greeting of thanks went back into the mouth at how painful it was.
    

    
      “Wh, what do you mean?”
    

    
      The man snapped at the boy wrapping his head with two hands.
    

    
      “Didn't adults tell you Bugbear territories mix in the dry season? Be grateful to the Divine Spirit. Without me, you were a dead life!”
    

    
      Bugbear.
    

    
      He had a memory of hearing the name the man mentioned.
    

    
      Then, here is….
    

    
      It was natural to see this scenery for the first time.
    

    
      Ulbazar Swamp, heard only in rumors, was exactly this place.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Two hours after that.
    

    
      Lawrence arrived at the village with the man who revealed himself as Neil.
    

    
      For some reason, it was a village with an exotic atmosphere.
    

    
      Almost dried-up waterway and wooden fence giving a gaunt feeling.
    

    
      Above that, a bridge reminiscent of a drawbridge was placed.
    

    
      Checkpoint and watchtower are close to rags patched with tree branches.
    

    
      Not many pedestrians coming and going on the bridge.
    

    
      Only one carriage receiving inspection from the gatekeeper.
    

    
      Cannot even compare with Redantus Village or Horos Village.
    

    
      Just looking at people, it resembled Hilton Village rather.
    

    
      “This is Remington Village. St. Dominic Monastery is beyond that hill, so do as you please now.”
    

    
      “Thank you. If not for Mr. Neil's help, I wouldn't have been able to come here.”
    

    
      Neil headed to the village without even replying.
    

    
      At the cold appearance reminding of someone, Lawrence smiled bitterly.
    

    
      At least cleared the misunderstanding of not being a villager.
    

    
      He brought up the story in a way that he is a Mercenary and lost his way in the swamp, but Neil didn't seem to quite believe.
    

    
      He knows why he reacted so.
    

    
      Even revealing as a Mercenary, there is no Wood Plaque to prove identity.
    

    
      It is not merely a problem of young age.
    

    
      Nominally a Mercenary but no weapon and no equipment.
    

    
      Literally appearance of wearing just one robe on bare body is all.
    

    
      Looking at any aspect, there wasn't a single corner giving trust.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      There is one.
    

    
      Magic.
    

    
      However, Lawrence did not reveal the fact he is a Wizard.
    

    
      It is true he received help, but doesn't know what kind of person Neil is.
    

    
      Because he saw it better to claim to be a child in danger for now rather than revealing as a Wizard rashly.
    

    
      He sees that judgment wasn't wrong.
    

    
      Since he could arrive at Remington Village safely like this.
    

    
      He doesn't follow behind Neil to the village.
    

    
      There is nothing he can do entering the village now.
    

    
      Having no particular belongings meant no money pouch he kept preciously either.
    

    
      Literally penniless.
    

    
      What would he do in the village without a single penny?
    

    
      Visiting Mercenary Guild blindly is also a problem.
    

    
      Whether he can receive a request with advance payment immediately is unknown too.
    

    
      Would have to get Wood Plaque reissued too, but couldn't know how much cost it would take.
    

    
      Eventually, there was only one place he could go from the start.
    

    
      Toward the building visible blurrily, Lawrence moved his steps.
    

    
      A huge relief among ten thousand.
    

    
      The hands of the Order reached even Ulbazar Swamp.
    

    
      St. Dominic Monastery was located on high ground.
    

    
      Things like walls or doors were not visible.
    

    
      The monastery open on all sides looked not like an Order building but like an old inn.
    

    
      Even comparing with St. Charmant Monastery, it is a shabby appearance.
    

    
      The monastery walls which should have harbored pure white light were all stained with grime, and carcasses of bugs were piled up in corners and edges.
    

    
      Must be short of hands. First time seeing an Order building emphasizing cleanliness being this dirty.
    

    
      Just in time, a Sister cleaning the surroundings with a dry rag was seen.
    

    
      Whether complaining of fatigue from heat is same for everyone, the Sister with a youthful look repeated fanning with hands continuously.
    

    
      Lawrence, finally taking off his hood, offered a greeting.
    

    
      “May the Goddess's blessing be with you.”
    

    
      “May the Goddess's blessing be with you.”
    

    
      The Sister, lowering her hand hurriedly, bowed her head.
    

    
      “For what business did you visit the monastery?”
    

    
      “I wish to see the Head Priest.”
    

    
      Lawrence took out Blackwell's letter from his bosom.
    

    
      The Sister, checking the letter stamped with the Order's mark, said.
    

    
      “It is currently during Mass, so I think you will have to wait for a moment.”
    

    
      “It does not matter. I will wait while listening to the Mass.”
    

    
      “Confirmed. You may follow me.”
    

    
      The Sister, packing cleaning tools, guided Lawrence to the precinct.
    

    
      Passing the corridor, enter the chapel.
    

    
      Stained glass dyed in five colors welcomed the guest.
    

    
      The chapel where the Goddess Statue watched elegantly was simply a comfortable space.
    

    
      Few chairs come into view at a glance.
    

    
      The number of believers attending the seat was not many either.
    

    
      Still, a chapel is a chapel.
    

    
      The chapel of St. Dominic Monastery harboring small yet magnificent form made visitors feel reverence.
    

    
      The Head Priest is exactly on that platform.
    

    
      The Sister who guided the chapel bowed her head silently and left that spot behind.
    

    
      Lawrence, sitting in the back seat, listened to the Mass.
    

    
      “Thus the Goddess blessed the bread, broke it and said. You all receive and eat this. This is the body I give up for you.”
    

    
      Small bell sound rang.
    

    
      The Priest raised the bread held in both hands high.
    

    
      Matching that, believers attending the Mass bowed their heads.
    

    
      “You all receive and drink this. This is the blood I shed for you.”
    

    
      Clear bell sound rang.
    

    
      What the Priest held this time was a chalice filled with wine.
    

    
      Believers bowing heads gathered two hands together silently.
    

    
      The Priest came down from the platform.
    

    
      The Sister followed behind holding a reliquary.
    

    
      As the bell sound ended, believers started to stand up from the back seats.
    

    
      One by one. The Priest meeting gazes with believers shared bread soaked in wine.
    

    
      Believers holding bread in mouth do not chew.
    

    
      As if melting and eating, they returned to seats holding bread in mouth.
    

    
      Lawrence knows this Mass.
    

    
      However, seeing it directly with two eyes is the first time.
    

    
      Sacrament of Holy Communion.
    

    
      Sacred ceremony serving the Goddess's body and blood.
    

    
      Not a sacrament anyone can participate in.
    

    
      Only believers who finished Eucharist were given qualification for Holy Communion.
    

    
      Actually, believers sitting in seats were much more than believers going out to the front of the platform.
    

    
      After the Mass ended, Lawrence looked for the Head Priest.
    

    
      “May the Goddess's blessing be with you.”
    

    
      Lawrence, placing the Head Priest in front, was a little surprised.
    

    
      When on the platform, he didn't know because it was far, but the Priest with faded brown hair had a younger and frailer impression than thought.
    

    
      Body closer to a woman rather than a man. Face is small and neck is thin too, and wrists coming out of sleeves were also thin beyond thin.
    

    
      No matter how old, wouldn't he be around late 20s?
    

    
      Surprised once more at the fact that there is such a young Head Priest.
    

    
      “May the Goddess's blessing be with you.”
    

    
      Lawrence also bowed his head deeply.
    

    
      A person in a higher position than even Deacon Blackwell.
    

    
      Should not judge by outward appearance.
    

    
      How much penance and how much training he reached the position of Head Priest after, dare not even guess.
    

    
      “I am Head Priest Ignatius managing St. Dominic Monastery.”
    

    
      “Servant of Goddess Belche. I am Lawrence. I came to find St. Dominic Monastery hoping to receive help.”
    

    
      Lawrence took out the blood-stained letter from his bosom.
    

    
      “It is a letter Deacon Blackwell of St. Charmant Monastery gave. There is also a postscript from Pilgrim Renald, so I hope you would please examine it.”
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      Ignatius started reading the letter slowly.
    

    
      He doesn't know what content is written in the letter.
    

    
      However, it is a letter Blackwell wrote and Renald guaranteed.
    

    
      He did not doubt that words considerate of the boy would be written.
    

    
      “Since the brother has already put his name in the Order as a Pilgrim, there is no need to ask me for permission.”
    

    
      “Pilgrim? May I perhaps take a look once?”
    

    
      “It seems you haven't heard the story.”
    

    
      Ignatius handed the letter to Lawrence.
    

    
      Skip the introduction contained in the letter.
    

    
      Blackwell's letter, starting with asking after the Order, was full of introductory text writing Lawrence's age, personal details, and what kind of person he is.
    

    
      This is not the important part.
    

    
      He checked the main text avoiding difficult words as much as possible.
    

    
      At the end of the letter, an postscript acknowledging Lawrence as a Pilgrim under the name of Pilgrim Renald was included along with a black cross seal.
    

    
      It is not Lawrence who wouldn't know what that means.
    

    
      He even refused the Trainee Priest matter.
    

    
      It means they acknowledge him as a Pilgrim skipping intermediate procedures.
    

    
      His heart became touched.
    

    
      Because he felt that not only Blackwell but Renald too worried this much about the boy embarking on a journey.
    

    
      Pilgrim.
    

    
      Why didn't he think of that?
    

    
      Until now, he only had the mind to escape from the Order's shadow.
    

    
      However, now he knows how childish a thought that was.
    

    
      Renald's advice was right.
    

    
      「The more a child thinks himself smart like you, the more severe that tendency is. Because you hate admitting due to pride, you fall for your own tricks every time.」
    

    
      It is not merely a problem of standing alone.
    

    
      Lawrence was still weak and young.
    

    
      He had to acknowledge what to acknowledge and accept what to accept.
    

    
      He no longer had resistance to using the Order's influence.
    

    
      It's not giving up Mercenary work.
    

    
      From now on, he decided to act as both a Mercenary and a Pilgrim.
    

    
      A Pilgrim on a pilgrimage is bound to advance searching for Holy Lands.
    

    
      What comes to mind is the lost Holy Land that was in the Spider Forest.
    

    
      Ordinary Holy Lands won't do.
    

    
      Unless it is such a Holy Land, he won't be able to discover Rifts of the Astral World.
    

    
      Keys to the Astral World are a total of three volumes.
    

    
      Since Lemegeton is in hand, he had to find the remaining two volumes in the future, but he couldn't know how much time would be needed indeed.
    

    
      Think slowly but need to hurry.
    

    
      The problem is recovering Keys to the Astral World doesn't mean they become power immediately.
    

    
      Just Lemegeton takes 3 years.
    

    
      Acheron mentioned a time of 3 years to open the first page.
    

    
      He probably considered that unless that much growth is achieved, one would rather be swallowed by the Grimoire's magical power.
    

    
      “Fourteen. No. Even though you become fifteen next month, it is quite an exceptional matter.”
    

    
      “What do you mean by next month? I clearly remember it was still September though....”
    

    
      “The journey must have been very arduous. Since Ulbazar Swamp is currently in the dry season, it might not hit home well, but it is December now. Only about a month remains until the New Year.”
    

    
      December...?
    

    
      You say December?
    

    
      It doesn't make sense.
    

    
      The time spent in Dragon's Valley was merely 3 months.
    

    
      Since the events in Horos Village were in June, chronologically it should only be September now to be correct.
    

    
      In other words, what those words imply is....
    

    
      It seems the flow of time is different in the Astral World.
    

    
      Roughly 2 times.
    

    
      Should he consider time went slower by 2 times?
    

    
      Can't believe it.
    

    
      For instance, it means Lawrence also becomes fifteen years old next month.
    

    
      “Priest. It is soon time for Baptism Sacrament.”
    

    
      The conversation ended due to the Sister speaking from behind.
    

    
      “Understood. I will go immediately. I want to share more stories, but the situation is not favorable right now.”
    

    
      “No. I am the one sorry for visiting suddenly. I hope you bestow more teachings while I stay in the monastery in the future.”
    

    
      Ignatius nodded.
    

    
      “If it is that point, you do not need to worry. Since there is a pilgrimage route, numerous Pilgrims have passed through our monastery.”
    

    
      “Thank you. And before requesting teachings, I have a sin to confess to the Goddess. I dare implore, I wish the Priest would hear my confession.”
    

    
      There is a problem that needs to be tied up before acting as a Pilgrim.
    

    
      Like the words Acheron told him before leaving Dragon's Valley.
    

    
      Now he intended to go around revealing he is a Wizard.
    

    
      Confessing the fact to the Order before that was minimum duty.
    

    
      “I hadn't realized. I will prepare Confession Sacrament. However, the time is not good right now. Since I need to check the schedule, could you wait a little?”
    

    
      “I am just sorry for taking the Priest's time.”
    

    
      “No. Sister Irene. Could you guide the brother to an empty room? I hope you also inform him of a few precautions while staying in the monastery.”
    

    
      The Sister standing behind bowed her head.
    

    
      “I will do my best, Priest.”
    

    
      Lawrence, finishing greetings, followed Irene out of the chapel.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “This is the room. If the brother is okay with it, you may stay as long as you want.”
    

    
      Lawrence looked around the room Irene guided.
    

    
      Bed and table.
    

    
      One piece of furniture to store clothes.
    

    
      At the bedside, there was also a wooden window showing the outside.
    

    
      The room he stayed in at St. Charmant Monastery came to mind.
    

    
      “I thank the brothers and sisters for their consideration.”
    

    
      “Consideration, you say. Preparing a place for a Pilgrim to rest is the monastery's role. However, as you know, monastery life must be done by the brother yourself.”
    

    
      Irene, voicing a few precautions, left the room behind.
    

    
      The door closes.
    

    
      Lawrence, left alone in the room, pressed his ear to the door.
    

    
      The Sister's footsteps are almost inaudible.
    

    
      Pricking up ears, he barely heard the sound getting farther away.
    

    
      The boy, confirming she left, organized his belongings.
    

    
      First thing to check is Lemegeton.
    

    
      The Grimoire bound with seals looked to have no big abnormality.
    

    
      He heard this seal is a special magic tool Veles made.
    

    
      Not only does it muzzle Lemegeton so its magical power is not exposed outside, but he said it is impossible even to release for those without qualification.
    

    
      That's a relief.
    

    
      He was worried some problem might have occurred while crossing the rift perhaps. Unlike possessing vicious magical power, the guy waited quietly.
    

    
      The robe that accompanied the journey was full of scars before he knew it.
    

    
      Beyond tattered to close to rags, it's good to consider it already lost the function of clothes.
    

    
      At the appearance of the robe swaying almost like a mop, Lawrence sighed.
    

    
      It is not a state that can be done anything with by mending already.
    

    
      It became time to let go of the robe Sister Edith wove.
    

    
      Let's wash the body first.
    

    
      Lawrence fetched water from the well in the corridor.
    

    
      There wasn't enough water to submerge the whole body.
    

    
      Still, he could wash the body covered in dirt satisfactorily.
    

    
      Let's rest for today and move from tomorrow.
    

    
      First thing needed is information. There is need to find out what kind of place Ulbazar Swamp is, and he intended to go down to the village to receive requests too.
    

    
      He intends to ask Ignatius about the Holy Land.
    

    
      Judging from the words that there is a pilgrimage route nearby, probability is high that there is a Holy Land nearby.
    

    
      Not bad for a first button.
    

    
      Deciding what to prioritize, his mind became much more comfortable.
    

    
      The boy, rising from the bed, exhaled a short deep breath.
    

    
      Rest is rest.
    

    
      Practice is practice.
    

    
      It is magic practicing after as long as 3 months.
    

    
      Shadow Light is an exception since it is newly mastered magic.
    

    
      His chest trembled with anticipation and tension wondering if he could handle it well indeed.
    

    
      Magic usable indoors naturally narrowed down to three.
    

    
      Shadow and Fire.
    

    
      And Shadow Light learned while coming out of Dragon's Valley.
    

    
      For now, start with the most familiar Shadow.
    

    
      “Shadow.”
    

    
      Something seemed to wriggle inside the chest, then it soon manifested into a single form following the shadow.
    

    
      Small doll risen from shadow.
    

    
      No chest pain.
    

    
      The bug inside the head also shows no sign of appearing.
    

    
      Lawrence, confirming no abnormality in body, manipulated Shadow.
    

    
      Running in place.
    

    
      Climbing up riding table legs.
    

    
      Lifting and lowering Lemegeton enshrined carefully.
    

    
      Approaching the window and hanging on the curtain.
    

    
      He was a little surprised.
    

    
      Not only became precise movement possible compared to before.
    

    
      But exercise of physical force also became strong beyond comparison.
    

    
      With this much, wouldn't it be able to move most objects?
    

    
      However, soon pain rose from inside the chest.
    

    
      Pain is not severe but no need to overdo it particularly.
    

    
      Lawrence, retracting Shadow, rested his chin on his hand.
    

    
      It is too early to conclude yet.
    

    
      Let's check if Fire is okay too for now.
    

    
      “Fire.”
    

    
      Flames soar from fingertips.
    

    
      Fire taking on blackish red color lit up the dark room.
    

    
      Warmth. Not much different from before.
    

    
      Heat could not be judged accurately since it doesn't harm Lawrence using the magic.
    

    
      Testing power directly in this spot is dangerous.
    

    
      Due to Fire's characteristic, even if on the floor, traces scorched by flames would remain.
    

    
      That won't do. He felt keenly how dangerous traces are from the pursuit in Spider Forest.
    

    
      Locking the door firmly before practicing magic is also for that reason.
    

    
      This was enough for Fire.
    

    
      Before casting Shadow Light, Lawrence recalled the conversation shared with Acheron.
    

    
      「What do you think is most important in learning magic?」
    

    
      「...Mana, perhaps?」
    

    
      「Not a wrong answer. Right. Without Mana, magic cannot be wielded. But that is an important problem in using magic. Not a problem binding learning magic.」
    

    
      Then is it talent as expected?
    

    
      He couldn't quite voice the words surging up to his throat.
    

    
      Because it was plainly visible to eyes that it wasn't the right answer.
    

    
      「Most important in learning magic is imagery.」
    

    
      「Imagery?」
    

    
      「Simple story. Whether Shadow or Fire. Whatever magic it becomes, if you can confirm with your own two eyes in what form that magic manifests and what influence it exerts, there is no easier way to learn magic than that.」
    

    
      That is the reason Eyes to see is important, Acheron added.
    

    
      「Think about it. The magic you learned must all have great relation to what you saw and experienced directly. Or earnest wish indeed becomes a path pursuing miracle and mystery too.」
    

    
      「I understood what you mean. Also that seeing is important. Come to think of it, I was relying a lot on eyes.」
    

    
      First magic learned was Shadow.
    

    
      Wanted to help Fairy friends playing in Fairy's Meadow.
    

    
      That would be in line with the earnest wish Acheron mentioned.
    

    
      Next magic learned was Fire.
    

    
      This too he understood just by seeing like Acheron's words.
    

    
      Does it mean the magic Fairy Queen unfolded was that perfect?
    

    
      Third magic was Shadow Spear.
    

    
      This too he understood seeing the appearance Red Eyes used.
    

    
      Just in time he was learning spear, so catching the form wasn't difficult.
    

    
      Fourth magic was Fire Tail.
    

    
      The form of whip of fire was identical to the appearance of Fire Lizard climbing the burning mountain.
    

    
      And the fifth magic to handle now is also....
    

    
      Shadow risen in empty air.
    

    
      Light brightening darkness.
    

    
      Sphere resembling the sun was wearing a mask named hope.
    

    
      Lawrence voiced the imagery risen in his head.
    

    
      “Shadow Light.”
    

    
      Black dot gathered in one place turned into light.
    

    
      Thus a small star shining in heart rose in the room.
    

    
      Succeeded.
    

    
      At the light of magic with no room for doubt, the boy clenched his fist.
    

    
      Result of testing this and that sitting in place.
    

    
      Shadow Light was more useful magic than thought.
    

    
      First is duration.
    

    
      Once cast, it maintained for roughly 30 minutes.
    

    
      Surprisingly, in this state he could wield even other magic.
    

    
      Effect is not only that.
    

    
      “Shadow.”
    

    
      Shadow cast on the window rose as Shadow.
    

    
      Shadow coming down from window waddling had a different appearance.
    

    
      Features beginning to take outline.
    

    
      Even on hands and feet uncomfortable curves are not visible.
    

    
      Wearing something like clothes albeit clumsily.
    

    
      Expressing a little exaggeratedly, it is an appearance resembling neighbor of Astral World.
    

    
      It's not that skill handling Shadow improved.
    

    
      It was closer to feeling Shadow being strengthened in state of using Shadow Light.
    

    
      On the other hand, Fire had no particular change.
    

    
      In other words, what receives influence from Shadow Light was Shadow.
    

    
      More precisely, it looked like strengthening Void attribute.
    

    
      Problem is Mana consumption is formidable.
    

    
      Shadow handled in this state demanded more Mana than usual. If so, Shadow Spear too....
    

    
      Thought cuts off.
    

    
      Sound heard after a long time rang in stomach.
    

    
      Come to think of it, hasn't eaten anything after coming out of Astral World.
    

    
      Lawrence, retracting two magics, rose from his seat.
    

    
      Let's think after eating first.
    

    
      At the thought of meal after 3 months, the boy's expression brightened.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      St. Dominic Monastery's dining hall was located underground.
    

    
      Comparing with St. Charmant Monastery capable of accommodating dozens, the dining hall is not that big.
    

    
      Space where about ten people would sit at best.
    

    
      Despite meal time, only three clergymen are sitting in seats. Among them one was Sister Irene assisting Ignatius.
    

    
      Meeting gaze, she bowed her head soundlessly.
    

    
      Lawrence also substituted greeting by bowing head silently.
    

    
      At distribution counter, there was a large wooden barrel containing black bread and milk.
    

    
      Not oat bread.
    

    
      Judging by blackish color, it is rye bread called black bread.
    

    
      Soup or stew is not visible.
    

    
      Menu is just one rye bread and one cup of milk.
    

    
      For an instant disappointing light dwelt in Lawrence's eyes and disappeared.
    

    
      However that was momentary.
    

    
      The boy, taking rye bread and milk, took a seat and sat down.
    

    
      Half expectation. Half worry, brought rye bread to mouth.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Lawrence made a subtle expression.
    

    
      Not that it's tasteless but should say somewhat sour taste occurs.
    

    
      No. Before that bread is incredibly hard.
    

    
      Feeling of becoming soft barely after chewing several times.
    

    
      Taking milk together only then savory taste was felt.
    

    
      Might not be bad than thought.
    

    
      Don't know if because it's a meal after a long time, soon happy satisfaction began to run through whole body.
    

    
      Indeed people must live eating rice.
    

    
      Taking this opportunity bringing more rye bread, Lawrence had a meal enjoyably.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Order's Confession Sacrament is done in confessional.
    

    
      Just like the name, a sacrament confessing sins and receiving forgiveness.
    

    
      Even if not necessarily clergymen, there were many believers knocking on confessional's door.
    

    
      Penitent confesses sins through reflection, repentance, and resolution.
    

    
      Priest absolves this and decides penance.
    

    
      That is general procedure of Confession Sacrament.
    

    
      Lawrence also knows with head.
    

    
      However, doing Confession Sacrament like today was first time.
    

    
      Confessional was a neat wooden structure.
    

    
      On the door patterns seen everywhere in monastery are carved.
    

    
      That was replacing door with appearance like window.
    

    
      Confessional interior was narrower space than thought.
    

    
      Due to light not entering color tone is dark, only seat where adult male can barely sit is prepared.
    

    
      In front of wooden chair, a hole where voice can flow out was visible along with partition.
    

    
      Lawrence, sitting in seat, exhaled deep breath.
    

    
      Today in this spot will confess everything.
    

    
      Acheron said.
    

    
      Act confidently wherever going.
    

    
      Since words soon contain power of spirit of language, Veles and Acheron's names will always be with boy.
    

    
      Even so won't be able to speak up to Astral World but.
    

    
      At least fact of being Wizard had to be revealed without lie.
    

    
      Even for future matters.
    

    
      How much time flowed?
    

    
      Presence of someone entering confessional was felt.
    

    
      “Repentant who entered quiet sanctuary. Confession you whisper is witness and vessel of sin. I hope your sin is not judged at sacred boundary but embraced by Goddess's mercy and forgiveness.”
    

    
      Priest Ignatius's voice was heard beyond wall.
    

    
      “Do not forget. Your confession is sacred, and ears of Priest listening to confession are bound by Goddess's love. Goddess will guide us from darkest land to Holy Land of light. Your sin. Confess your regret to our Goddess.”
    

    
      Time came.
    

    
      Lawrence, organizing sins to confess to Goddess, opened mouth.
    

    
      “Priest. Please forgive me. I committed great sin. I confess sin to merciful Goddess. I committed sin of committing lies and deception against Order. I committed sin of taking person's life even if life was targeted.”
    

    
      Ignatius does not speak.
    

    
      Silence close to stillness. Just silently listening to voice of repentant confessing sin beyond wall.
    

    
      “Greater sin is fact that I can commit same sin on pilgrimage path I will embark on in future. My fault. My fault. Having to betray Goddess's will while knowing this, I sincerely apologize how big a sin this is.”
    

    
      How could there not be people like Spider Forest Mercenaries again.
    

    
      Must kill to live.
    

    
      Even if that is sin spoken in doctrine.
    

    
      In situation where life is targeted, could not follow Goddess's teaching.
    

    
      “Humble servant of Goddess confesses sin. I was hiding one secret. Confess that servant serving Goddess can use magic, so hid this and acted selfishly. I ask for forgiveness so Goddess's mercy and forgiveness correct my path and guide again.”
    

    
      Ending with two hands gathered facing each other, Lawrence finished confession.
    

    
      “Repentant. Realize fact that you received Goddess's infinite love and mercy. Since your sin reached Goddess's ears, I hope Goddess's forgiveness guides from sin to salvation. Do not forget. That Goddess's mercy will always be with pilgrimage path you walk. May Goddess's blessing be with you.”
    

    
      “May Goddess's blessing be with you.”
    

    
      Basic of Confession Sacrament is strict observance of secrecy.
    

    
      Priest who heard confession does not divulge content even if whatever happens.
    

    
      This is one of strict principles in Order too.
    

    
      Reason believers knock on confessional's door too.
    

    
      However, just because sin is confessed doesn't mean punishment disappears.
    

    
      Thus there is penance.
    

    
      Since there is need to atone after finishing Confession Sacrament, penance given to Lawrence was embarking on pilgrimage path like Ignatius's words.
    

    
      Finishing Confession Sacrament, somewhat one corner of heart was light.
    

    
      Know it is self-satisfaction.
    

    
      Still gaining strength is because Lawrence is respecting Order's teaching regardless of this and that?
    

    
      Step of boy rising from seat was lighthearted.
    

    

  Chapter 30: Chapter 30

    
      Chapter 30 : remington village
    

    
      Lawrence requested teachings at St. Dominic Monastery.
    

    
      Since he will be acting as a Pilgrim from now on.
    

    
      He had to learn at least the minimum dignity and attitude required as a clergyman of the Order.
    

    
      However, Lawrence heard he was a special case, so he didn't need to follow all principles like a general Pilgrim.
    

    
      「If two or three gather under the Goddess's name, She too is with us. What is important is not the principle but the heart towards the Goddess.」
    

    
      Honestly, that was a relief.
    

    
      That even if mimicking, he couldn't become a devout clergyman.
    

    
      Because the boy had concluded so since he stayed at St. Charmant Monastery.
    

    
      From now on, it is time to act as a Mercenary.
    

    
      Lawrence, wearing the Black Holy Cross, a token of a Pilgrim, on his robe, went down to Remington Village.
    

    
      Originally, the token of a Pilgrim is said to be a White Holy Cross.
    

    
      The Black Holy Cross was said to be given to a slightly special Pilgrim.
    

    
      Lawrence recalled Ignatius's words.
    

    
      「I do not know the details either. It might sound nice to be called the Head Priest responsible for the monastery, but being far from the Vatican, there isn't much information I can access. One thing certain is the fact that an edict has come down not to spare cooperation as much as possible for a Pilgrim possessing the Black Holy Cross.」
    

    
      Receiving the Black Holy Cross is also all thanks to Renald.
    

    
      Wrapping the robe provided by the monastery and going down, passing the checkpoint was simple.
    

    
      “Go in.”
    

    
      “May the Goddess's blessing be with you.”
    

    
      He realized the Order's power anew.
    

    
      The village wasn't much different from the scenery seen from outside.
    

    
      Street where dry ground and warm sunlight fall.
    

    
      Far from paved roads, green shade cannot be found either.
    

    
      The number of pedestrians coming and going on the road is neither many nor few.
    

    
      The few street vendors were busy avoiding heat under the shade.
    

    
      Only children are energetic even in this heat.
    

    
      “The swindler of promise came!”
    

    
      “Let's drive out the Minuet Empire bastards!”
    

    
      Laughter bloomed on the faces of children holding wooden swords.
    

    
      Appearance closer to a quiet countryside rather than a village.
    

    
      Despite being midday, having so few people means this is a place where outsiders rarely visit.
    

    
      Being distracted by the peaceful village was momentary.
    

    
      The building arrived at after asking people several times had a peculiar appearance.
    

    
      Eight legs supporting the building.
    

    
      Rocking chairs are placed outside the wooden building.
    

    
      Cloth extending long to the outside created shade.
    

    
      He recognized at a glance that it was a sort of heat countermeasure.
    

    
      The word private house suited Remington Branch Mercenary Guild.
    

    
      There is no signboard announcing it is a Mercenary Guild.
    

    
      Mercenaries wandering around are not seen either.
    

    
      Could it be he came to the wrong place?
    

    
      But it matches the appearance of the building villagers described.
    

    
      Even there were no other buildings around, so the possibility of mistake was infinitely low.
    

    
      Lawrence entered the building with a half-doubting feeling.
    

    
      The Mercenary Guild was submerged in quiet silence.
    

    
      Colorful liquor bottles twinkled under faintly flickering lights.
    

    
      The old notice board was packed with request forms.
    

    
      Mercenaries are sitting in the few seats.
    

    
      Many giant men drinking alcohol and eating snacks silently.
    

    
      Their builds were so big they were almost three times compared to the boy.
    

    
      And not just one such customer.
    

    
      About four or five were occupying three tables.
    

    
      Just with that, it felt like the seats were full.
    

    
      It is not just male Mercenaries either.
    

    
      Occasionally female Mercenaries also came into view.
    

    
      Their copper-tanned skin made him guess their life in Remington Village was long.
    

    
      The receptionist responding to them was silently wiping empty glasses as if used to this atmosphere.
    

    
      “Is this Remington Branch Mercenary Guild correct?”
    

    
      “Then does this look like an Order building to you?”
    

    
      A question returned to a question.
    

    
      The receptionist looking at the boy over the glass frowned.
    

    
      “If you are a clergyman, go to a monastery like a clergyman. This is an ordinary Mercenary Guild. Since it is not a place serving a goddess.”
    

    
      Tone strictly business-like.
    

    
      It's not because of ill feelings.
    

    
      He could glimpse the Mercenary Guild's stance dealing with the Order.
    

    
      “I didn't come as a clergyman of the Order. I am Wood Plaque Mercenary Lawrence.”
    

    
      “Mercenary, you say? Then show the plaque.”
    

    
      “Actually, I lost the plaque. Since my name would be on the register, I would like to ask for confirmation.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Which branch did you register as a Mercenary?”
    

    
      “It is Redantus Branch.”
    

    
      “Registered from far away. Wait a moment. Since I will look for it.”
    

    
      The receptionist's hand taking out the register from the desk became fast.
    

    
      “Redantus. Redantus.... Here it is. Wood Plaque Mercenary Lawrence. Confirmed. 
    

    
      Surprising. To think there really is a Mercenary affiliated with the Order.”
    

    
      “There are some circumstances. I intend to act as a Mercenary in the future too. Perhaps there won't be disadvantages or anything like that, right?”
    

    
      “If a Mercenary, just need to handle requests well. Does belonging to the Order matter? Indeed, it would be a problem if unable to kill people when necessary.”
    

    
      “If it is that, you do not need to worry.”
    

    
      He recalled the disgraceful event in the Spider Forest.
    

    
      The receptionist's suspicious gaze headed to Lawrence.
    

    
      However, soon he looked at the register again silently.
    

    
      “Even escort request going to Horos Village is recorded. But track is cut off after that. Let me ask one thing. How on earth did you come to Remington Village located geographically opposite? While not receiving a single request.”
    

    
      It is a question expected.
    

    
      He voiced what he thought before coming to the guild.
    

    
      “Pilgrimage is penance. It is not just me alone doing my best to listen to the Goddess's voice.”
    

    
      “Ah, were you a Pilgrim? Indeed, I heard there are those acting as Mercenaries among Pilgrims. We both have it hard.”
    

    
      The receptionist scratched his head with an embarrassed expression.
    

    
      “I wish to reissue the lost plaque.”
    

    
      “Did you bring money? If Wood Plaque, it is 20 Coppers.”
    

    
      “Can I give it later? After completing a request....”
    

    
      “Forget it. Do you think I wouldn't know a clergyman's pocket situation? I will just give this to you meaning to apologize for the rudeness I caused.”
    

    
      Taking out a Wood Plaque, he engraved Lawrence's name in an instant.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “What big deal is it. Instead, belonging to the Order will be written as a special note in your register. Bear this point in mind.”
    

    
      “Special note?”
    

    
      “A clergyman of the Order acting as a Mercenary is a peculiar thing. Isn't it? At least you are the first clergyman I see registering as a Mercenary here.”
    

    
      The boy nodded silently.
    

    
      “There won't be disadvantages so you may rest assured. Rather, it will be more helpful in acting as a Mercenary.”
    

    
      “Then register should be rewritten too.”
    

    
      “That is so. Is there anything you want to write separately?”
    

    
      “Yes. There are a few things I want to correct.”
    

    
      The receptionist taking out a wooden tablet looked up at Lawrence.
    

    
      “Shall I give it?”
    

    
      “I would be grateful if you do so.”
    

    
      He rewrites the wooden tablet written in Redantus Village early on.
    

    
      First thing to touch is age.
    

    
      Correcting the age written five years older.
    

    
      Also stated that he is a Pilgrim belonging to the Holy Cross Order.
    

    
      And most importantly, revealed being a Wizard this time.
    

    
      The receptionist receiving the wooden tablet examined contents one by one, then his gaze stayed on Wizard.
    

    
      “Wizard?”
    

    
      At that expression of disbelief, Lawrence opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Fire.”
    

    
      Small flame bloomed.
    

    
      Startled receptionist backed away with the chair.
    

    
      “My, my goodness. A real Wizard.... Is this perhaps a miracle of the Order or something like that?”
    

    
      “I don't know miracles well either, but I never heard of a miracle capable of handling fire.”
    

    
      “Actually, me neither.”
    

    
      In short, it seems he spoke whatever came to mind being surprised.
    

    
      Lawrence moved his hand.
    

    
      Following his will, flames wandered inside the guild.
    

    
      It is not only the receptionist whose gaze was stolen by Fire.
    

    
      Mercenaries sitting at tables also looked at Fire as if possessed.
    

    
      Shall I show a little skill?
    

    
      Lawrence concentrated on controlling Fire.
    

    
      Knack is similar to handling Shadow.
    

    
      It is not just flames turning.
    

    
      The shape of flames began to change following the boy's will.
    

    
      First created is a cross shape.
    

    
      Symbol of the Holy Cross Order. Since it is simply two straight lines crossing, making it wasn't difficult.
    

    
      Next is a circle of flames.
    

    
      At first, took on an appearance like the sun filling the inside tightly.
    

    
      Then erased flames filling inside to make a ring.
    

    
      It was made thinking of Shadow Light.
    

    
      Erasing flames of some parts and maintaining flames of some parts rather took more power.
    

    
      Lawrence, feeling pain rising faintly from inside chest, retracted Fire.
    

    
      “Ah....”
    

    
      Regretful sounds arose from surroundings.
    

    
      Just as Lawrence concentrated on magic, Mercenaries also seemed to have concentrated on the shape Fire made.
    

    
      “Truly amazing!”
    

    
      How impressed he was, the receptionist clapped his hands.
    

    
      Led by that sound, Mercenaries sitting in seats also sent applause.
    

    
      Between intermittent whistles, sounds saying they saw a good spectacle were heard.
    

    
      “Can I see what requests are there now?”
    

    
      “Of course. A request suitable for a Wizard.... Never seen something like this so don't know what to recommend.”
    

    
      Scanning the request list quickly, he said.
    

    
      “Do you perhaps know Ulbaniero? Warriors of the swamp. Just in time, a vacancy occurred in the escort request of Mufola departing tonight. It is a long-term request taking roughly over two months. Occasionally encountering Bugbears too. How is it?”
    

    
      Bugbear.
    

    
      Wondered why the guy's name didn't come out.
    

    
      “That arouses interest.”
    

    
      The story seems to get long.
    

    
      Lawrence, sitting in front of the reception desk, gathered two hands together.
    

    
      “Just Mercenaries taking this request are twenty. The request content is moving as a group and escorting Ulbaniero and cattle herd. Originally only accepting Copper Plaque or above, but considering being a Pilgrim of the Order and a Wizard, I will arrange so you can take it too. Of course, the reward will be the same amount as Copper Plaque Mercenaries.”
    

    
      He checks the request form the receptionist held out.
    

    
      Seeing the amount promised as reward, the boy's gaze changed.
    

    
      30 Silver.
    

    
      Considering the reward received from Lionel upon arriving at Horos Village was 3 Silver, it is an amount reaching a whopping 10 times.
    

    
      But if asked is it a request one can nod easily to, that is not so again.
    

    
      “Just request period is over two months.... Quite long.”
    

    
      “Including time returning to village after arriving at Randall Ranch, it will take a little more. 
    

    
      Instead, all travel expenses including meal cost during request are borne by the client side. 
    

    
      Since carriage is provided as means of movement, the journey will be passable.”
    

    
      Lawrence rested his chin on his hand.
    

    
      Conditions are not bad.
    

    
      Being able to depart right this evening is also an advantage.
    

    
      Still, what makes him worry is because of Mercenaries reaching twenty.
    

    
      Remembering what happened in Spider Forest.
    

    
      Can he entrust his back to Mercenaries knowing only money indeed?
    

    
      When push comes to shove, how can he assert they won't stab a knife in the back?
    

    
      However, soon the boy controlled his mind.
    

    
      Just as people vary, Mercenaries vary too.
    

    
      Let's think about when facing Forest Spider for the first time.
    

    
      Mercenaries are also in cooperative relationship with each other, and at least as long as receiving the same request, they won't do things harming the client.
    

    
      Cannot keep avoiding forever.
    

    
      As long as acting as a Mercenary, getting entangled with Mercenaries is a common occurrence in the future too.
    

    
      Might be a good opportunity rather.
    

    
      From now on, Lawrence acts revealing he is a Wizard.
    

    
      Having backing called the Order too, moving confidently might rather not be dangerous.
    

    
      This is the first step advancing as a Wizard, the boy thought.
    

    
      “I will take the request you mentioned.”
    

    
      “You thought well. Let's see. The party with vacancy is led by Silver Plaque Mercenary Balic. Since he is quite a reliable Mercenary, you won't have to worry about the party.”
    

    
      At Lawrence's answer, the receptionist smiled a satisfied smile.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Night fell on Ulbazar Swamp.
    

    
      The heat that was terribly hot subsided somewhat.
    

    
      Since wearing a robe, heat doesn't go away, but comparing with day, it wasn't an unbearable level.
    

    
      Ironically, only after darkness settled did Remington Village start to become lively.
    

    
      Didn't realize.
    

    
      It seems Ulbazar Swamp has day and night swapped due to terribly hot weather.
    

    
      In other words, it wasn't that there were few people in the village, just quiet because it wasn't activity time yet.
    

    
      Smoke rises from various places in the village.
    

    
      Residents gathered huddled in front of braziers are burning grass.
    

    
      Smoke flowing from chimneys was like a giant cloud embracing the whole village.
    

    
      Lawrence, covering nose and mouth, frowned.
    

    
      Don't know what grass it is, but the smell was pungent.
    

    
      Even eyes stinging, tears kept flowing down.
    

    
      It is like this even staying far from the brazier.
    

    
      Residents working leaning on just one thin cloth were amazing anew.
    

    
      Even though darkness settled, night scenery belonged to the relatively bright side.
    

    
      Not because moonlight is bright.
    

    
      Night of the swamp wasn't dark compared to other places as days are long.
    

    
      Is it because of that?
    

    
      Residents driving away darkness with fire are not seen.
    

    
      Pedestrians coming and going on street carried long poles.
    

    
      At the end of pole surpassing height, there was a lantern containing halo of light.
    

    
      Wondered what that is anew.
    

    
      Still have spare time until appointment time.
    

    
      Lawrence headed to a street vendor dealing with poles.
    

    
      “Elder. May I ask something perhaps?”
    

    
      “Free is no go. If you pay money, I will tell you the information you want.”
    

    
      Looking now, was she doubling as information broker too.
    

    
      The old woman answered with a sly expression.
    

    
      “Not up to information, just curious what that is.”
    

    
      “What. Don't know Kaizel too? Must be first time in Ulbazar Swamp.”
    

    
      “Kaizel?”
    

    
      “A bug inhabiting the swamp. Tail contains luminescent body fluid. Catching this and using instead of fire. Exactly similar to firefly. If thinking of going out to swamp, buy one.”
    

    
      The old woman took out a box at her feet.
    

    
      Wondering how many Kaizels are caught, buzzing sound peculiar to flying bugs was heard without stopping.
    

    
      “Can't just light a fire? This seems too inconvenient but....”
    

    
      No matter how bright Ulbazar Swamp's night is said to be.
    

    
      Cannot drive away all darkness with a few of these bugs.
    

    
      No problem in village, but outside is a different story.
    

    
      Not being able to use two hands when necessary is a huge demerit.
    

    
      Furthermore, the pole is not small either, and size also considerable, looks heavy too.
    

    
      “Fire, you say? This is why hillbillies are no good.”
    

    
      Tsk tsk, the old woman clicked her tongue.
    

    
      “When did you arrive at Ulbazar Swamp? No. Don't need to answer. Seeing it, must have arrived today or yesterday.”
    

    
      “It seems some problem occurs if lighting fire.”
    

    
      “Right. Lighting fire in swamp is suicidal act. Masters of swamp won't stay still. Will come finding you ostentatiously.”
    

    
      “If you mean Bugbears, I am not afraid.”
    

    
      “Do you really think masters of swamp are such bears? Don't know too much. They are also merely residents living in swamp same as us.”
    

    
      Voice becomes spooky.
    

    
      Making giggling sounds, the old woman continued.
    

    
      “Moment you light fire, poisonous bugs and monstrosities uncountable in number will try to covet you. It's not that villagers can't light fire. Just not lighting fire. True there isn't firewood to burn, but because they know well how crazy an act that is.”
    

    
      Lawrence's face hardened stiffly.
    

    
      Are monstrosities like Forest Spiders scattered here too perhaps?
    

    
      Bugs encountered once in swamp were individuals whose names even the boy didn't know.
    

    
      Furthermore, fact that there are bugs harboring poison is a terrible story.
    

    
      “Understand now? Why have to buy Kaizel.”
    

    
      “When going to swamp, how many Kaizels do take out?”
    

    
      “Well depends on time going out to swamp. As you see, once starting to emit light, one day. Kids living and dying exactly that night.”
    

    
      “Won't be going back and forth swamp in a day trip every time. Must be carrying box too just like elder stored Kaizel a moment ago.”
    

    
      “Smart head. Right. If locking in box, live a little longer. Take out and use Kaizel only when exactly needed.”
    

    
      If buy now, give box at cheap price too, the old woman laughed.
    

    
      “No other substitute?”
    

    
      “If substitute for Kaizel, only Ramael.”
    

    
      “Ramael?”
    

    
      “Don't know Ramael too? That. Grass burning over there.”
    

    
      At the old woman's fingertip was a brazier.
    

    
      It seems name of grass burning in brazier is Ramael.
    

    
      “Buy a bundle and go. Comparing with Kaizel, price is on cheap side too. Instead, if no tolerance can be poisoned so be careful.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Wondered why eyes hurt.
    

    
      “Was here.”
    

    
      Thick voice flew from behind.
    

    
      Raising body, four Mercenaries were looking at Lawrence.
    

    
      Looking at appearance, Mercenaries receptionist introduced during day.
    

    
      While listening to story, seems appointment time came.
    

    
      “What. Acquaintance?”
    

    
      “My party.”
    

    
      “Mercenary, you say? If so should have said earlier. But why made Mercenary arriving at swamp first time as party?”
    

    
      “Skill is certain.”
    

    
      “This one?”
    

    
      The old woman looked at Lawrence with gaze of disbelief.
    

    
      Now that reaction isn't particularly strange either.
    

    
      If showing, now would be good.
    

    
      Just in time Mercenaries are gathered too.
    

    
      “Fire.”
    

    
      Whoosh, small flame rose from the boy's hand.
    

    
      “Wizard!”
    

    
      The old woman's eyes became wide.
    

    
      “Next time if need Kaizel, will visit.”
    

    
      Lawrence, retracting flame, moved steps with Mercenaries.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Silver Plaque Mercenary Balic. Acting as leader of this party for now.”
    

    
      Giant carrying huge shield on back.
    

    
      Silver Plaque Mercenary Balic held out hand.
    

    
      Suddenly story heard from Renald came to mind.
    

    
      Did he say just being Silver Plaque is acknowledged as a proper Mercenary?
    

    
      Lawrence grasped that hand.
    

    
      That hand was big and rough just like Balic's body.
    

    
      “Wood Plaque Mercenary Lawrence. As you see....”
    

    
      “Wizard. Know indeed.”
    

    
      “As expected being Wizard level, rank is not problem?”
    

    
      “Hey. How many magics can you handle? Seems I saw magic a moment ago at guild during day too.”
    

    
      As if waited only for this time, question barrage poured.
    

    
      Eyes of colleagues pushing leader and coming in shone sparklingly.
    

    
      Balic only sighed slightly.
    

    
      Did not stop party shining eyes with expectation.
    

    
      Just not speaking.
    

    
      He too looked full of interest in magic Lawrence handles.
    

    
      “Will show magic a little later. Can I ask for self-introduction first? Still party. Shouldn't we know names to call each other?”
    

    
      At the boy's calm reaction, Mercenaries made awkward expressions.
    

    
      “I'm Garic. Dagger is specialty. Small guys are all my meal. Instead when subduing big monster not much help.”
    

    
      “Lying. Have to be careful of that guy, Lawrence. Looks insidious too so carries poison every time. If fight occurs might poison rice.”
    

    
      “Saying things only causing misunderstanding if someone hears. Who poisons whose rice? Before that I'd burn to death by magic.”
    

    
      Garic trembled body once as if scared.
    

    
      “Do you use poison?”
    

    
      “Hmm. Here has many poisonous bugs this way and that. So obtaining poison is comparatively easy side too. Instead that many guys with tolerance to poison too.”
    

    
      “Saying not working well on big monsters must have been that meaning.”
    

    
      “Right. In swamp can't help even if a little regretful. In other places effect is certain. Perhaps interested in poison? If so I can teach a little too.”
    

    
      But won't share, Garic added.
    

    
      “Ronan. In charge of vanguard with Balic.”
    

    
      “You handle sword.”
    

    
      “Because guy most familiar to hand.”
    

    
      Sword....
    

    
      If no magic, would Lawrence have been immersed in sword too?
    

    
      When this request ends and reward comes in, let's prepare spear first.
    

    
      “Isolde. Wildflower bloomed among these gloomy men. Saying in advance. Shouldn't harbor strange mind because I'm pretty. Got it?”
    

    
      Pretty?
    

    
      Lawrence tilted head inadvertently.
    

    
      No. Not ugly.
    

    
      However, hard to discard sense of heterogeneity.
    

    
      Because her skin, coming from Ulbazar Swamp, harbored healthy brown light.
    

    
      Don't know how swamp's aesthetic sense is, but
    

    
      Sisters stayed together at monastery were much prettier.
    

    
      Furthermore if thinking up to neighbors seen in Astral World, thought of pretty didn't occur even more.
    

    

  Chapter 31: Chapter 31

    
      Chapter 31 : Urbaine  (1)
    

    
      “Did you just think something rude about me?”
    

    
      “Well. A person who says she is pretty upon first meeting is more suspicious.”
    

    
      I answered honestly.
    

    
      Would it be any different just because she is a woman?
    

    
      Rather, women were the ones who had to be guarded against more than men.
    

    
      “What? You aren't into that preference, are you? It is my first time experiencing this reaction, so I don't know what I should say.”
    

    
      “I will say this because you seem unaware. For now, I am a pilgrim belonging to the Order. I do not wish to be involved with women much.”
    

    
      It is also in the ideology of the Order.
    

    
      That it is better to stay away from gambling, alcohol, and women if possible.
    

    
      If there are exceptions, it is the Goddess and the Sisters of the Order who serve such a Goddess.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Lawrence did not lose a single word.
    

    
      Isolde was lost for words for a moment, then soon looked back at the party.
    

    
      “You were in the wrong for that just now.”
    

    
      “Honestly, she isn't pretty.”
    

    
      “And the smell is bad too.”
    

    
      “Hey! Do you think anyone smells because they want to?”
    

    
      She got angry at the remarks of her colleagues that seemed to be thrown casually.
    

    
      I hate bad smells.
    

    
      Lawrence quietly moved away from Isolde.
    

    
      “That was really hurtful just now.”
    

    
      A gloomy voice was heard.
    

    
      “Then it is my turn this time.”
    

    
      I change the subject.
    

    
      It is time to show magic.
    

    
      These are colleagues whom I will be entrusting my back to while doing a long-term request.
    

    
      Showing the weapons and skills we each possess is the minimum courtesy.
    

    
      The surroundings became quiet in an instant.
    

    
      Expectant gazes turned toward Lawrence.
    

    
      This is not the first time experiencing such focused attention.
    

    
      It was like this when I used magic against the Forest Spider too.
    

    
      “Since I have shown Fire, I will skip that.”
    

    
      I don't think I need to show Shadow.
    

    
      Strictly speaking, it isn't offensive magic, and since darkness has settled, it probably won't be seen well anyway.
    

    
      Considering the visual effect, one magic was the best.
    

    
      “Fire Tail.”
    

    
      Along with a fiery trail, a whip of fire bloomed.
    

    
      Correction. It is not a whip.
    

    
      The Fire Tail rose in a shape reminiscent of a snake.
    

    
      At the end of the whip, a snake's tongue split in two surged.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      It is the first time I have unfolded Fire Tail since leaving Dragon's Valley.
    

    
      Just as I felt with the growth of Shadow and Fire, I wondered if Fire Tail hadn't changed as well, but I never thought it would have changed to this extent.
    

    
      I swing it lightly.
    

    
      A clear whip mark remained on the split ground.
    

    
      Among them, small flames flared up on the ground touched by the tongue split in two.
    

    
      It feels like using Fire at the tip of Fire Tail.
    

    
      After wielding the whip of fire once, Lawrence withdrew the Fire Tail.
    

    
      “How….”
    

    
      “No way!”
    

    
      “Wow. Shit. Was this what magic was?”
    

    
      “Is this real. Even with just this, a jaguar wouldn't even be able to approach?”
    

    
      Excited voices poured out.
    

    
      It cannot even be compared to the barrage of questions from a while ago.
    

    
      The mercenaries who approached closely were busy raising their voices.
    

    
      “How many times can you use it? No. Should I ask how long you can use it?”
    

    
      “That is….”
    

    
      “Besides this, there is other magic you can use, right? As expected, a wizard is different. This is why they say nobles go crazy when they see a wizard.”
    

    
      “But didn't you say you belong to the Order? To say a clergyman handles magic, not miracles…. Wait. Is this perhaps a miracle?”
    

    
      It isn't getting organized.
    

    
      Lawrence's eyes spun at the wildly pouring words.
    

    
      “Now, now. That's enough. Our wizard is flustered.”
    

    
      It was Balic who organized the situation.
    

    
      When the thick voice of the leader fell, the colleagues smacked their lips as if regretful.
    

    
      “Is there other magic too, Lawrence?”
    

    
      “I have two more.”
    

    
      “Two more?”
    

    
      “There is one offensive magic. Rather, that side is my specialty.”
    

    
      However, it was a bit difficult to show it right here.
    

    
      Lawrence knows the power of Shadow Spear well.
    

    
      If it were outside the village, it might be fine, but handling it here was dangerous.
    

    
      “It is a magic that can target an opponent far away. It is a bit dangerous to show in this spot. However, the power is certain. I will show you when we encounter a monster during the request.”
    

    
      “Understood. In short, you mean it is a trump card. If possible, I hope a situation where you have to use that magic doesn't come.”
    

    
      As if safety was the top priority, Balic nodded.
    

    
      “Wow. We're going to have an easy time with this request.”
    

    
      “We can just trust in Lawrence.”
    

    
      “But why a Wood Plaque? I don't remember hearing that there was a wizard among mercenaries. Shouldn't it be at least a Silver Plaque?”
    

    
      “Becoming a Silver Plaque mercenary isn't that easy.”
    

    
      “I know too. But there is such a thing as scarcity.”
    

    
      The colleagues' stories continued without rest.
    

    
      “There must be a track record. Since he belongs to the Order, he probably hasn't done many requests. Isn't that right?”
    

    
      “Correct. This is the third request.”
    

    
      “See. Isn't my word right?”
    

    
      Isolde, with her arms crossed, boasted.
    

    
      As if that appearance of hers was unsightly, the colleagues turned their steps without a word.
    

    
      “Hey. You guys really!”
    

    
      Lawrence also moved his feet with them.
    

    
      I don't know if I can build a good relationship with these people.
    

    
      But I had the thought that at least we wouldn't be blushing in anger at each other.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      At the gathering point, a tremendous number of cattle were gathered.
    

    
      Dozens. No, close to hundreds of cattle are running around freely.
    

    
      I swear this was the first time I saw so many cattle.
    

    
      The ones managing the herd of cattle are men on horses.
    

    
      Around those holding ropes and whips, dogs were also seen.
    

    
      “It's the Ulbaniero. Warriors of Ulbazar Swamp.”
    

    
      Lawrence met the client together with Balic.
    

    
      Mufola, who entrusted this escort request, was a man with a sharp impression despite being close to 50 years old.
    

    
      “You are the wizard belonging to the Order from the rumors.”
    

    
      “Yes. Please treat me well.”
    

    
      “I told the guild too, but it is difficult to give additional compensation beyond what was promised. Will you still take this request?”
    

    
      “It is the first request I have taken since coming to the swamp. Shouldn't I learn if there are things I don't know? The compensation offered is sufficient.”
    

    
      “It is a relief you say that.”
    

    
      The conversation ended shortly.
    

    
      Just the mercenaries hired for this request numbered 20.
    

    
      There was a need to quickly step aside for the mercenaries waiting for their turn.
    

    
      “How is he? Our client?”
    

    
      “He was a person from whom a heavy weight could be felt.”
    

    
      As I came back after finishing the greeting, Isolde spoke to me.
    

    
      “He is a quite recognized Ulbaniero around here. In addition, he keeps loyalty well and looks manly. I don't know why there isn't a man like that around me.”
    

    
      There is always one unnecessary word attached.
    

    
      “What kind of people are the Ulbaniero?”
    

    
      “As you can see, they are strange guys who live on top of horses all day long. They make a living by grazing cattle. It is their routine to constantly move through the swamp looking for grass for the cattle to eat. You see the cattle dogs around too, right? Maybe because they are dogs for herding cattle, their tails are short and their heads are smart.”
    

    
      The short tails seem to be a trace of evolution to avoid being stepped on among the cattle.
    

    
      “Is there that much grass for the cattle to eat around here? Because the drought is severe, I didn't see any proper trees, let alone grass.”
    

    
      “It is like that right now. Since it is the dry season where everything dries up. Still, it's not that there isn't any. To be precise, there is nothing because the cattle ate it all.”
    

    
      It is as she said.
    

    
      Not a blade of grass could be seen in the places the cattle passed.
    

    
      “It is convenient to think that the Ulbaniero move between ranch and ranch while grazing cattle. Inside the swamp, there isn't a proper village like Remington Village, but there are quite a few ranches that can be called farms. It takes about a week to go between ranches. To take a rest and sell cattle too. Well, it's something like that.”
    

    
      In short, the request content is to guarantee safety while grazing the cattle.
    

    
      The wagon was positioned at the rear of the cattle herd.
    

    
      Kaizel, hung outside, drove away darkness and bugs.
    

    
      Thanks to that, checking the location of the wagon was not that difficult.
    

    
      “We decided to stand guard first.”
    

    
      “They say it's better to be beaten first. It's more comfortable to stand early.”
    

    
      “Who says they will stand on the opposite side?”
    

    
      “You do not have to worry. It is Gawud's party.”
    

    
      “That is fortunate. They are reliable.”
    

    
      The mercenaries heading to the opposite side bowed their heads.
    

    
      A giant with a large build like Balic was seen on this side too.
    

    
      “From now on, we have to walk quite a bit. If you feel like you are going to collapse, speak in advance. If one person drops out, everyone becomes tired.”
    

    
      “How long do we walk?”
    

    
      “Rotation happens at 2-hour intervals. You can think of it as walking continuously until then.”
    

    
      The Ulbaniero may move riding horses, but.
    

    
      The mercenaries cannot do that. Since they cannot walk around forever, it seems they repeat rest and guard duty while riding the wagon in turns.
    

    
      “If it is 2 hours…. No problem.”
    

    
      Let's follow diligently to train stamina as well.
    

    
      Lawrence is a man too. I did not want to voice any whining sounds.
    

    
      “For now, this is not a danger zone. Since the probability of Bugbears appearing is extremely low, you may relax your shoulders.”
    

    
      “Instead, there are many jaguars.”
    

    
      “Jaguars?”
    

    
      “Haven't you heard? Ulbazar Jaguar. If you travel with the Ulbaniero, you will see them enough to really get sick of them.”
    

    
      Isolde shook her head as if it was utterly tiresome.
    

    
      “Honestly, the Bugbear is just talk. Protecting the cattle from the jaguars is the real request.”
    

    
      “Are they dangerous? Listening to it, they don't seem to be monsters.”
    

    
      “They aren't wild animals but closer to demonic beasts. You know the Under Wolf?”
    

    
      “Yes. They are familiar guys.”
    

    
      “You can think of them as dozens of times more cunning and twice as fast as those guys. It feels like mixing a cat and a wolf. They are such smart guys that they only hunt the cattle and run away.”
    

    
      Lawrence inadvertently looked at Balic.
    

    
      As if her words were not wrong, he nodded.
    

    
      “How about intercepting them as soon as they are seen?”
    

    
      “Easier said than done. How bright do you think a jaguar's night vision is? Suppose we saw that they were there. Would that really be because we guarded well? No. They showed themselves on purpose.”
    

    
      “It is as Isolde says. While attention is sold to that side, other jaguars commit the deed. If we start getting dragged around by them, we are bound to lose only cattle, let alone catching them. It is a mistake mercenaries who take this request for the first time usually make.”
    

    
      “Just listening to the story, I wonder what kind of guys these are.”
    

    
      “That is why they hired us. The Ulbaniero alone cannot handle it.”
    

    
      Lawrence took the left side with his colleagues.
    

    
      On the right was Gawud's party. The Ulbaniero, numbering close to dozens, covered the entire surroundings just like at the start.
    

    
      The party members scattered to their respective spots took on guard duty.
    

    
      But only Isolde, with a bow on her back, hovered around Lawrence.
    

    
      “Is there nothing else you are curious about? Like my story.”
    

    
      “I am not interested.”
    

    
      To speak honestly, it is annoying.
    

    
      Since it is a request after a long time, tension rises knowingly or unknowingly.
    

    
      Because I kept feeling a gaze, I couldn't concentrate at all.
    

    
      “Cold. Other guys make a fuss trying to start a conversation with me somehow if they are with me. As expected, wizards must be different.”
    

    
      “Have you seen another wizard besides me?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Isolde laughed as if asking why I was saying something obvious.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      It happens to be a good opportunity.
    

    
      Since it has come to this, let's ask her, who is from the swamp, things I am curious about.
    

    
      “Are there no stories that would be good for me to know? Since I haven't been in the swamp long, I know little.”
    

    
      “Hmm…. First, if we look at it from a common sense aspect, you must know the climate. From November to April is classified as the dry season in terms of timing. Not only does the water depth of the swamp lower, but because it doesn't rain, a severe drought enters the whole region.”
    

    
      “The climate must change when the dry season ends.”
    

    
      “Right. Precisely, from June to October is called the rainy season. Because it rains almost every day without stopping, it is called the rainy season. It rains so much that at this time, the water of the swamp overflows and it changes almost like a wetland. You can just consider villages and everything as being invaded.”
    

    
      “That is a hard story to believe.”
    

    
      It rains that much?
    

    
      The Ulbazar Swamp I have seen so far only had dust blowing.
    

    
      The place that had the most water was about the river where I encountered the Bugbear.
    

    
      “You remember the Mercenary Guild, right? The guild building has a structure where the floor is strangely raised. That is all because if it touches the ground, it gets submerged in water. Other buildings in the village are built in the traditional way so they are fine, but the guild is not.”
    

    
      It seems there was a reason for building the structure like that.
    

    
      “In Ulbazar Swamp, there is this saying. Living with feet submerged in water since morning. You can think that all life is controlled by water. Especially during the rainy season, there are alligators, and the water is dangerous too, so there are no cases of going deep into the swamp. When it is absolutely unavoidable, it is to the extent that we have to make small boats and push them around.”
    

    
      “Boats are things you ride. Not things you push around.”
    

    
      My voice became stiff, wondering if she was treating me like a hillbilly who doesn't know boats.
    

    
      “Right. But here, it isn't like that. In places where the water depth is shallow, people have to push small boats directly. Because there are too many water plants, it cannot be handled. Conversely, the places where you ride boats as you said are called rivers where water drains. It means a river that is only created during the rainy season.”
    

    
      “If that is true, Ulbazar Swamp is truly a fascinating place.”
    

    
      I am not just saying it.
    

    
      Perhaps enjoying that attention is being given to her hometown, Isolde's voice also became bright along with it.
    

    
      “People here call the Bugbear the King of the Swamp. But the Ulbaniero are different. They do not fear the Bugbear. The tough warriors of the swamp know every nook and cranny of the swamp thoroughly. According to words heard occasionally, there is talk that they even know a safe path going to the deep part.”
    

    
      “It is different from the story I heard. I heard Bugbears are very dangerous monsters.”
    

    
      Actually, the guys I saw with my two eyes had a dangerous atmosphere.
    

    
      “That is, you see. Those guys usually stay in the deep part of the swamp. As long as the territory is not invaded, cases where they come outside are few. The people living in the swamp know that territory sharply. So the rumor you heard is a story spread among outsiders.”
    

    
      Do you know what I mean? She continued her words.
    

    
      “People here respect the swamp, and live achieving peace in their own way. If looked at with their eyes, rather the outsiders are the problem. Because blinded by money, they keep coming to provoke the alligators or Bugbears.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      It is a story I have heard somewhere.
    

    
      On a small scale, Hilton Village and the Under Wolves that lived on the back mountain.
    

    
      On a large scale, Horos Village and the Spider Forest of the Forest Spiders.
    

    
      Humans and monsters coexisted respecting each other's territory.
    

    
      “Instead, in the dry season, there are many cases where the monster's territory is disturbed. This is the very period where people dying to those guys appear often. So everyone acts carefully. When grazing cattle, that is a bit difficult.”
    

    
      “The fact that we could meet Bugbears meant that.”
    

    
      “The possibility is low. First off, we avoid them and they are careful of us too. Since useless conflict is only annoying for both sides.”
    

    
      Lawrence covered his mouth with his hand.
    

    
      Should I consider not clashing with Bugbears as fortunate?
    

    
      “In other words, we only need to be careful of jaguars. Is this what you mean?”
    

    
      “No. Don't be too conscious only of jaguars. Always, the scariest thing in the swamp is water.”
    

    
      As if telling me to keep it in mind, strength was put into Isolde's voice.
    

    
      “Even if it is the Bugbear, the King of the Swamp. Even if it is the Ulbazar Jaguar, the predator of the swamp. The thing that determines everyone's fate is always water. That is the same for people too. And related to this water is the indigenous faith that worships spirits. It is a sorry thing to say to you, a clergyman of the Order. Here, the Spirit Faith has taken deep root.”
    

    
      Spirit.
    

    
      Come to think of it, Neil, whom I met in the swamp, also said that.
    

    
      “Then now it is my turn. Since you asked to your heart's content, I will ask a bit too.”
    

    
      “You intended to do that from the start.”
    

    
      “Since there must be give and take.”
    

    
      She gathered her hands in front.
    

    
      “Do you perhaps have magic that treats people too? Like magic that treats long-standing chronic illnesses.”
    

    
      “Well. Curing illness is not magic but a miracle.”
    

    
      I wondered what question she would throw, but it is a more normal question than I thought.
    

    
      “From what I see, it seems like the same thing.”
    

    
      “They are strictly different. Miracles are performing the great will of the Goddess.”
    

    
      “You are a clergyman of the Order too. Then can't you use miracles too?”
    

    
      “Why does the story become like that?”
    

    
      “Magic or miracle, they are similar.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Lawrence, having moved his hand to his forehead, sighed.
    

    
      “I cannot handle miracles. The one who can handle miracles is about the level of a priest who presides over a temple.”
    

    
      “Then I will change the question. Do you perhaps know a priest in the Order?”
    

    
      “Conversely, let me ask. Are you suffering from some illness?”
    

    
      Is there some circumstance?
    

    
      Somewhere, Isolde's expression was desperate.
    

    
      “Jaguar!”
    

    
      “Two jaguars appeared on the right!”
    

    
      A shout rang out from the opposite side.
    

    
      The conversation is up to here.
    

    
      Isolde, who had moved her hand behind her back before I knew it, took out her bow.
    

    
      It was the moment Lawrence was about to head in the direction the jaguars appeared.
    

    
      “Don't worry about the opposite side. Trust Gawud's party and leave it to them. For us, protecting the area we took charge of is the priority.”
    

    
      “Come to think of it, you said they use diversionary tactics despite being demonic beasts.”
    

    
      “It is a relief you remember. For now, just check the rear. Since the Ulbaniero are also guarding, it is fine. If push comes to shove, Garic and Ronan will move.”
    

    
      As if telling me to look, she pointed at the colleagues scattering to the surroundings.
    

    
      Following Balic's instruction, two mercenaries moved in an instant.
    

    
      There, I suddenly realized.
    

    
      The ones moving in the rear were only two people.
    

    
      “Don't tell me you were looking out for me?”
    

    
      “Looking out? What are you saying. Something like this is natural. If you are a rookie, you just have to adapt to what is seen in front of your eyes one by one like a rookie. Wizard or whatever. This place isn't soft enough that you can become a combat asset immediately. Especially when moving as a party.”
    

    
      Lawrence was speechless for a moment.
    

    
      To think they are being considerate of a newly joined colleague.
    

    
      And mercenaries who know only themselves at that.
    

    
      The receptionist's eye for people was accurate.
    

    
      These people might be a little different from the mercenaries of Horos Village.
    

    
      At least they didn't look like they would plunder all the belongings just because a colleague died.
    

    
      “Thanks to that, your tension is relieved, right? Ah, maybe not. Since you are with a beauty like me, you might have gotten more tense.”
    

    
      If only not for the last remark, I would have viewed it favorably.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      It is annoying to react to everything.
    

    
      Lawrence began to examine beyond the darkness.
    

    
      Nothing can be seen.
    

    
      Thanks to Kaizel, I can recognize the outline of the cattle herd moving as a whole or the location of the wagon, but there was no way to distinguish the figure of the jaguar that would be somewhere in the swamp.
    

    
      “Shadow Light.”
    

    
      The contemplation was short.
    

    
      In the darkness, pitch-black shadows formed a small sphere.
    

    
      The shadow that painted the darkness soon harbored a blinding light.
    

    
      “Oh my…. Magic really can do anything.”
    

    
      First, I look around the rear where the wagon is.
    

    
      Responding to Lawrence's will, the Shadow Light drove away the darkness.
    

    
      It cannot even be compared to the light Kaizel makes.
    

    
      Between the scattering darkness, the appearance of the naked swamp was revealed.
    

    
      It is not in the rear.
    

    
      This time it is the left.
    

    
      I moved it away so the cattle herd wouldn't be startled, but moved it slowly.
    

    
      Here, the situation is worse than behind the wagon.
    

    
      It is due to the sparsely grown trees and the undulations created by sediment.
    

    
      No matter how I look at it, there isn't just one or two places to hide.
    

    
      However, an unexpected event happened there.
    

    
      As I illuminated the undulations like pits with Shadow Light, a black beast that had been hiding inside jumped out.
    

    
      “Left side, Jaguar discovered!”
    

    
      Isolde's voice rang out.
    

    
      Her bow reacted earlier than Lawrence.
    

    
      As soon as the Shadow Light confirmed the guy's location, an arrow tore through the wind.
    

    

  Chapter 32: Chapter 32

    
      Chapter 32 : Albaniero (2)
    

    
      A hair's breadth difference.
    

    
      The jaguar rushed through the scattering bloodstains.
    

    
      “Tsk.”
    

    
      The guy’s feet did not stop at a wound that merely grazed him.
    

    
      The jaguar, having come out with the pit at its back, ran at a frightening speed.
    

    
      It was obvious where it was heading.
    

    
      The prey. Toward the cattle.
    

    
      Even though its location was already discovered, the guy did not give up.
    

    
      Its speed was so fast that it could not be followed with the naked eye.
    

    
      After a gust of wind passed, the Shadow Light chased it belatedly.
    

    
      Shadow Spear.
    

    
      No. It is too fast, far too fast.
    

    
      Aiming and hitting this is practically close to impossible.
    

    
      Even the jaguar’s size is small.
    

    
      There was a need to hold the guy’s feet somehow.
    

    
      “Isolde!”
    

    
      “Just reveal the guy’s location! We aren't the only ones here.”
    

    
      Trust your colleagues.
    

    
      Lawrence, realizing what Isolde meant, focused on the Shadow Light.
    

    
      Radiance remains in the darkness.
    

    
      Following the afterimage of light, the Ulbaniero tightened their reins.
    

    
      “Drive it!”
    

    
      “Follow the light. The guy is there!”
    

    
      It was just invisible because it was dark.
    

    
      Having formed an encirclement before I knew it, the Ulbaniero who ran with the Cattle Dogs cornered the jaguar.
    

    
      The cry of a wounded beast was heard.
    

    
      At the threat emitted by the jaguar, the Ulbaniero exchanged glances.
    

    
      No matter how much the guy runs, there is no path to escape.
    

    
      When it tried to slip out of the encirclement, the Cattle Dogs beat it to the punch.
    

    
      Three or four times the jaguar retreated due to the growling Cattle Dogs.
    

    
      Eventually, the strange war of nerves led to a confrontation maintaining distance.
    

    
      The Ulbaniero, having blocked the retreat path, swung their ropes.
    

    
      Muzzle and feet.
    

    
      In an instant, the movement of the jaguar caught in the ropes halted.
    

    
      “Finish it!”
    

    
      Isolde's turn was not needed.
    

    
      Seeing the jaguar unable to budge, Lawrence raised his hand.
    

    
      “Shadow Spear.”
    

    
      A shadow darker than the darkness of the night transformed into a single shape.
    

    
      The shadow rippled like a flame.
    

    
      Maintaining the form was not the end.
    

    
      Like an endlessly burning fire, the shadow bloomed.
    

    
      For this moment, the Shadow Spear looked like a living creature.
    

    
      No. This is not the time to be admiring it.
    

    
      I aimed the Shadow Spear at the bound jaguar.
    

    
      But suddenly, I felt a strange sensation.
    

    
      I felt as if the Shadow Spear, which had responded to the boy's will until now, was calling him.
    

    
      Beyond the spear blade to the spear shaft.
    

    
      Beyond the spear shaft, that gaze stayed on the handle.
    

    
      An intense calling close to an impulse.
    

    
      Does it mean to grab and throw it?
    

    
      What that implies is a javelin throw.
    

    
      However, Lawrence gave up on the javelin throw.
    

    
      Maybe at another time, but not now.
    

    
      Attempting magic in a new way without practice is a reckless act.
    

    
      Moreover, this is actual combat that does not allow mistakes.
    

    
      It is not too late to do the javelin throw after going through sufficient practice.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear, reading the caster's will, was ejected.
    

    
      Just like a flame brightening the darkness.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear, leaving a long trail, pierced the jaguar.
    

    
      Ka-ra-rak!
    

    
      A sound that one wouldn't think was emitted by a spear rang out.
    

    
      The guy hit by the Shadow Spear was literally smashed to pieces.
    

    
      I did not misspeak.
    

    
      The jaguar revealed under the Shadow Light was in a mangled state to the extent that its shape could not even be recognized.
    

    
      Scars that looked like they were sucked inward.
    

    
      The spiral shape that seemed to spin round and round was similar to the traces I saw from the Goblin sometime ago.
    

    
      There were no Ulbaniero trying to retrieve the ropes.
    

    
      To be precise, it is correct to say they couldn't. The ropes caught in the Shadow Spear had all turned to ash, leaving only the handles.
    

    
      “I am really sorry to say this, Lawrence.”
    

    
      “I know without you saying it.”
    

    
      “From next time, don't use that magic. Against jaguars, that is.”
    

    
      “I am sorry.”
    

    
      Just this once, Lawrence had nothing to say either.
    

    
      It is the same as the time with the Forest Spider.
    

    
      The magic was so strong that there was no way to retrieve the byproducts.
    

    
      As always, money was a critical issue.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Thanks to Lawrence's performance, no damage occurred in the first raid.
    

    
      The hunted jaguar was one.
    

    
      Only the guy killed by the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      According to what Balic said after the situation ended.
    

    
      Three or four jaguars merely revealed themselves on the right side.
    

    
      It seems there were no guys who directly attacked the cattle herd.
    

    
      There is no need to speak of the left side.
    

    
      Lawrence searched the surroundings with Shadow Light, but could not discover the appearance of other jaguars.
    

    
      Honestly, only a hollow laugh came out.
    

    
      I had my doubts, but these cunning guys had executed a diversionary tactic.
    

    
      You could say they gave up and ran away immediately as soon as their companion was taken down early.
    

    
      “I heard stories, but they are guys more cunning than I thought.”
    

    
      “That is the way they live. That guy's mother too. And that guy's mother too. And even that guy's mother lived in this swamp. That is a way of life imprinted to the level of instinct.”
    

    
      Still, it wasn't that there were no gains.
    

    
      With this one real battle, I confirmed the power of the Shadow Spear reinforced by Shadow Light, and I could also know that it was excessive magic against jaguars.
    

    
      On one hand, it is fortunate.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear used together with Shadow Light approached as a great burden on the body, just as I felt when handling Shadow.
    

    
      First of all, the amount of mana it devours is unusual.
    

    
      Even so, my chest didn't hurt or the bug inside my head didn't appear from a single magic exercise, but feeling a stiffness near the chest, I felt that three or four times would be the limit at best.
    

    
      If I were to raise the power more, the limit would come faster.
    

    
      It is not good news.
    

    
      To secure light, I have no choice but to cast Shadow Light.
    

    
      If Shadow Light is present, regardless of Lawrence's will, Shadow and Shadow Spear were cast in a reinforced state.
    

    
      I don't know if this can be controlled depending on training either.
    

    
      Because it is truly something one cannot know without trying.
    

    
      I should practice in my spare time, but let's handle this request focusing on Fire Tail.
    

    
      “Excuse me, Mr. Wizard.”
    

    
      I stop my thoughts.
    

    
      An Ulbaniero approached Lawrence, who was resting in the wagon.
    

    
      “I am sorry to ask every time. Could you please install a light orb at our camp?”
    

    
      Did he say his name was Austin?
    

    
      “You mean right now?”
    

    
      “If you are busy, I will come again at a time convenient for you.”
    

    
      “Hmm…. No. I will go now. I just finished practicing anyway.”
    

    
      I was feeling a bit hungry just then anyway.
    

    
      If I go together, I might be able to get something to eat.
    

    
      Lawrence, having moved his steps for a moment, soon joined the Ulbaniero gathered closely together.
    

    
      Having finished a round of work, they were preparing a late dinner.
    

    
      “Oh oh. You came. We were waiting only for you.”
    

    
      “Thank you every time, Mr. Wizard.”
    

    
      Expectant gazes turned toward Lawrence.
    

    
      Seeing eyes sparkling like children, a chuckle came out.
    

    
      “Shadow Light.”
    

    
      The light orb the Ulbaniero wanted floated into the void.
    

    
      Exclamations arose from the surroundings.
    

    
      “Just having this light orb makes the journey very comfortable. Goodness, I didn't know there would be something more comfortable than Ramael and Kaizel.”
    

    
      “I told you. This is an ability all Ulbaniero want. Mr. Wizard. If you ever get tired of mercenary work later, won't you work with us?”
    

    
      “To hire me, you would have to have a lot of money.”
    

    
      Literally, you would have to be a noble.
    

    
      “If it's money, that is the thing with the least connection to us Ulbaniero. It can't be helped. It is truly regrettable, but we will have to postpone hiring Mr. Wizard to next time.”
    

    
      “We don't have the compensation you want, but we can treat you to a dinner meal. How is it? Will you take some?”
    

    
      “I will eat thankfully. Compared to jerky, it is a feast.”
    

    
      Lawrence, sitting in the gap, received the tableware Austin gave.
    

    
      The dinner was a dish of boiled dry meat and fruit.
    

    
      Like the old woman said, handling fire in the swamp was dangerous.
    

    
      If fire was used, it was about the mealtime like now.
    

    
      Even then, they kindled the flame in a unique method of starting a fire inside a pile of dirt so smoke and light wouldn't leak out.
    

    
      All of it is the wisdom of life to escape the bugs and poisonous insects of the swamp.
    

    
      However, this is using it unavoidably for cooking.
    

    
      It wasn't used for the purpose of driving away darkness.
    

    
      Since Kaizel only lasts two days at most once taken out of the box, it must be saved unless it is an important moment.
    

    
      Since one cannot eat a meal with the smoke while burning Ramael, lifting a fork with darkness as a friend was the general mealtime.
    

    
      Unexpectedly, Shadow Light solved this problem.
    

    
      As if saying fire kindled by hand and magic are different.
    

    
      In front of Shadow Light, neither bugs nor poisonous insects gather.
    

    
      The reason the Ulbaniero look for Lawrence whenever it becomes mealtime was here.
    

    
      Because magic is bound to have exceptional convenience.
    

    
      Shadow Light, which only lasted 30 minutes at first.
    

    
      By the time four days had passed since starting the request, it began to be maintained for over 2 hours with a single casting.
    

    
      As expected, skill improves only when used a lot, whatever it is.
    

    
      It's not that Shadow Light consumes little mana. Since there were few occasions to handle offensive magic while undertaking the request, headaches were not induced.
    

    
      The situation is different from when I undertook the escort request alone.
    

    
      As long as I am processing the request with other mercenaries.
    

    
      The party members capable of engaging in combat were always guarding their spots.
    

    
      In other words, it means a dangerous moment where I had to handle Fire Tail did not come.
    

    
      Most jaguars were prone to falling from a long distance.
    

    
      Even if they approached close, the guys who prioritized the cattle, which were prey, over humans, did not try to attack rashly.
    

    
      Attacking humans was a threat to the last.
    

    
      The hungry gazes of the jaguars did not fall from the prey.
    

    
      Because of that, Lawrence's role was also bound to be almost fixed.
    

    
      First, find the jaguars hiding in the swamp where darkness is thickly settled.
    

    
      If I used Shadow Light, that difficult reconnaissance was possible somehow.
    

    
      There is no need to find the exact location.
    

    
      Just driving away the darkness cast over the surroundings was enough to startle the jaguars.
    

    
      Thanks to that, not knowing about other magic, the skill handling Shadow Light grew day by day.
    

    
      “They are coming from behind!”
    

    
      “Follow the light!”
    

    
      “There are two behind. It isn't one!”
    

    
      However, Shadow Light is not perfect either.
    

    
      Just floating the magic could be created continuously as long as mana allowed, but the limit for the Shadow Light Lawrence directly controlled and moved was one.
    

    
      In other words, it means I can only chase one jaguar at a time.
    

    
      “Hmm…. Is it three on our side?”
    

    
      “It can't be helped. Still, the damage is on the lesser side compared to other times.”
    

    
      Like clothes getting wet in a drizzle, damage appeared little by little.
    

    
      Still, the left side where Lawrence was belonged to the side with less damage.
    

    
      “I can't do this anymore. With damage increasing like this every time, we won't be able to make a living.”
    

    
      “It isn't for nothing that the young ones leave for other villages. It is tremendously hard, you see. But there isn't any money falling into our hands either.”
    

    
      It was self-evident that sighs would come out from the mouths of the Ulbaniero.
    

    
      The calf the jaguar failed to snatch away degraded into a single dinner meal.
    

    
      “There is nothing as delicious as this.”
    

    
      “It is incredibly delicious.”
    

    
      It wasn't even seasoned separately besides salt.
    

    
      The beef was so delicious that my two eyes flashed open.
    

    
      Seeing Lawrence's reaction, the Ulbaniero laughed in a good mood.
    

    
      “Of course it is delicious. That is why there are regulars looking for our cattle. Would nobles come all the way to this far place to buy cattle for no reason? It is all because there is a reason worthy of it.”
    

    
      “Still, if it is always like this…. It must be hard to make a living.”
    

    
      I don't know for sure, but a tremendous amount of money must go into it.
    

    
      I heard four of the hired mercenaries were Silver Plaques.
    

    
      Hiring costs for mercenaries also vary vastly depending on the rank.
    

    
      Since they hired not one but four such Silver Plaques, it was obvious even without looking that the state of their pockets was serious.
    

    
      “We don't necessarily hire them thinking highly of the Silver Plaque's skill. Honestly speaking, if only jaguars appear, it is like using a cow-butchering knife to catch a chicken.”
    

    
      Lawrence affirmed silently.
    

    
      It is true that jaguars are scary guys, but compared to other monsters, I didn't think they were that threatening.
    

    
      If fighting head-on, it is a level that could be resolved with just Copper Plaque mercenaries even if not necessarily Silver Plaque mercenaries.
    

    
      “This is buying trust with money. If they become about Silver Plaque mercenaries, at least they won't kill the client or run away blinded by a few pennies. Because the effort and trouble put in to climb up to there cannot be compared to Wood Plaques or Copper Plaques.”
    

    
      “Trust?”
    

    
      “Indeed. Because mercenaries are moths to a flame. Once the amount hung on the request is exceptional, everyone's eyes are bound to spin. It isn't that all low-ranked mercenaries are like that. But becoming a Silver Plaque mercenary means that much track record has accumulated.”
    

    
      “Simply put, it means they processed many reliable requests. So there are many people looking for Silver Plaque mercenaries. Skill is skill, but because they are mercenaries trustworthy enough to entrust one's life to.”
    

    
      I wondered why the mercenaries of the swamp were different from Horos Forest, but looking now, it seems there was a difference according to rank.
    

    
      I should say the attitude engaging as a mercenary is different.
    

    
      If so, the mercenaries who chased Lawrence in the Spider Forest must have been Copper Plaques or Wood Plaques.
    

    
      Was it for such a reason that I could survive against mercenaries I thought were veterans?
    

    
      “Once this request ends, Lawrence will be a Copper Plaque right away too.”
    

    
      Isolde, who heard the story, said.
    

    
      “It seems becoming a Copper Plaque is easier than I thought.”
    

    
      “No. No. Of course not. It is because you are a wizard. Maybe for Silver Plaques, but Copper Plaques are the most numerous after Wood Plaques. No matter what, what guild would keep a wizard stuck at Wood Plaque? It's not like this request is easy either.”
    

    
      “Still, isn't it better than a subjugation request risking one's life?”
    

    
      “Absolutely not.”
    

    
      She answered immediately.
    

    
      “You can't wash or eat properly. You can't rest either. This is a request repeating this for almost two months. A person becomes unpresentable. We will arrive at the ranch tomorrow, but. Sigh. I don't know. You will know why I say this if you see it with your own two eyes too.”
    

    
      If I said it wasn't hard, it would be a lie.
    

    
      For these few days, I repeated walking and sleeping soaked in sweat.
    

    
      Even when resting in the wagon, it wasn't resting properly.
    

    
      Especially at night, we had to stand guard in turns due to the raids.
    

    
      Since we don't know when a jaguar might appear, a state of tension is maintained.
    

    
      Because the guys we encountered by chance didn't set out to attack but followed as if dead, we couldn't put our minds at ease either.
    

    
      “How is the rainy season? Listening to the stories, it seems a bit better than the dry season.”
    

    
      “The hardship is similar. Still, it isn't as hot as now. Since it rains, it feels like the temperature drops in various ways. Instead, things like strange snakes appear more than bugs. You better be careful too? No matter how good the magic you handle is, it probably won't be able to drive away snakes.”
    

    
      Isolde picked off the sleep crust from her eyes.
    

    
      At that appearance of flicking it away with her finger as if it was dirty, Lawrence shook his head from side to side.
    

    
      I could know why other colleagues treated her comfortably.
    

    
      They say she is a woman.
    

    
      She is so easygoing that she is no different from a man.
    

    
      If a favorable opposite sex appears, it is absolutely not a woman like Isolde.
    

    
      I didn't know about other things, but that much was certain.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      From that day, Lawrence clung to the practice of Shadow Spear.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear handled under Shadow Light was good enough to be called almost a different magic.
    

    
      Power. Maintenance. Mana.
    

    
      Even its shape.
    

    
      It feels like using new magic.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Where on earth is it flying to….
    

    
      Seeing the direction the Shadow Spear flew, a sigh came out automatically.
    

    
      It is harder than I thought.
    

    
      The shadow spear emitted following the will in the head is fine.
    

    
      Because it is the method used until now, and a method I became completely used to now after going through numerous practices.
    

    
      But the javelin throw was a different story.
    

    
      Lawrence grasped the Shadow Spear in his hand again.
    

    
      The shadow spear that shreds the enemy to pieces answered the master's will.
    

    
      The handle being sucked in.
    

    
      Stable grip.
    

    
      Up to here is good.
    

    
      The problem is after this.
    

    
      Holding the Shadow Spear, I stared at the tree set as the target.
    

    
      The distance is not far.
    

    
      A distance of a little over 100m at most.
    

    
      If it were the Shadow Spear handled normally, there is no way it would miss.
    

    
      Pain rose from the chest asking how long I had been maintaining it.
    

    
      Do not shake.
    

    
      Lawrence, having finished a short deep breath, threw the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      This time too, without fail, it flew in a wrong direction.
    

    
      “It's really driving me crazy.”
    

    
      It couldn't even fly to the tree set as the target.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear that fell in front of it only left a trace on the ground as if a spiral was spinning.
    

    
      It is completely different from the existing Shadow Spear.
    

    
      I had to start from the beginning again, from control and aiming.
    

    
      Even at the time I learned Shadow Spear from Red Eyes, it wasn't this hard.
    

    
      Although I used it only after having practice time of nearly a month, even then I could hit the goblin's flank or so.
    

    
      Even then, it was from after facing the Forest Spider in the Spider Forest that the accuracy began to rise noticeably.
    

    
      Is real combat needed after all?
    

    
      In a situation where life comes and goes, concentration is bound to be different no matter what.
    

    
      Speaking bluntly, if a Forest Spider were in front of my eyes right now, not a single inch of mistake could be tolerated.
    

    
      If I miss, I die.
    

    
      If I fail to hit, I die.
    

    
      It was natural that there was a difference in desperation along with the sense of crisis.
    

    
      I look around.
    

    
      The cattle were busy leisurely plucking and eating grass.
    

    
      The Ulbaniero are also sharing leisurely chats on top of horses.
    

    
      There is still room for time.
    

    
      If it is about one time, it seems it would be okay to practice more.
    

    
      I focus on the Shadow Spear again.
    

    
      I saw the possibility of magic after a long time, so I cannot give up like this.
    

    
      Above all, this is just the entrance to Ulbazar Swamp.
    

    
      Even to survive the unknown dangers that will exist in the future, there was a need to polish my skills more.
    

    
      “Shadow Spear.”
    

    
      In the darkness, the shadow grasped its shape.
    

    
      The shape rising was truly instantaneous.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear rippled like a flame.
    

    
      Just that, but the chest pain became much thicker than before.
    

    
      It can't be helped.
    

    
      This is already the third time.
    

    
      Within this short time, I cast Shadow Spear three times.
    

    
      Reaching the limit will surely be the fourth or fifth time.
    

    
      If it doesn't go as far as a headache, it isn't the worst yet.
    

    
      Since a jaguar won't appear right away, let's stand guard considering the body condition as much as possible.
    

    
      This time, I aim for a tree closer than a while ago.
    

    
      Approximately 50m.
    

    
      It is a tree at a distance about half of the target aimed at first.
    

    
      I didn't spend a long time on aiming.
    

    
      Because as the maintenance time grew longer, the pain was also proportional.
    

    
      This time, it did not miss.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear, having penetrated the dried-up tree, swallowed even the ground as it was.
    

    
      The power is truly overwhelming.
    

    
      If I handle this freely, it is literally a trump card.
    

    
      “We are departing soon. Check if there are any cattle that strayed from the herd.”
    

    
      Just then, Mufola's instruction was heard.
    

    
      Lawrence, having cleared the spot, moved his steps to the wagon.
    

    
      From now on, it was time to work.
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      The ranch we arrived at after running straight for a week had a desolate appearance.
    

    
      I did not expect green verdure, but the fields the cattle herd had eaten away had only sparsely grown grass continuing on.
    

    
      “Oh. Who is this. Mufola!”
    

    
      “It has been a long time, Kessler.”
    

    
      The ranch owner, Kessler, welcomed the party who suffered from the arduous journey.
    

    
      While the Ulbaniero fed the exhausted horses their fill, the mercenaries unpacked their luggage.
    

    
      There were several buildings reminiscent of tents at the ranch.
    

    
      Inside them, one or two spaces where mercenaries could rest were prepared respectively.
    

    
      The inside of the tent was simple.
    

    
      A rug that was no different from a blanket was laid on the floor.
    

    
      Beds numbering the amount of people continued at regular intervals.
    

    
      Other decorations are not particularly seen.
    

    
      There is no way there would be windows in a structure close to a tent.
    

    
      When the wind blew violently, it was seen shaking anxiously.
    

    
      Literally a space where one can rest for a while.
    

    
      It was an accommodation that could be neither more nor less than that.
    

    
      “How long has it been since a bed. I really thought I was going to die.”
    

    
      Still, isn't it better than a rattling wagon?
    

    
      Isolde quickly jumped up onto the bed.
    

    
      “You smell. Wash up a bit before going up.”
    

    
      “It is the bed I will use anyway, so what does it matter.”
    

    
      “What? You are going to sleep here?”
    

    
      Garic asked as if asking what kind of nonsense that was.
    

    
      “Why? Then do I sleep separately alone? I didn't see you like that, but you are cold-hearted.”
    

    
      “Joke in moderation. They must have prepared a women's room separately, right?”
    

    
      “I'm too lazy to ask. You go ask for me instead.”
    

    
      As if she didn't want to get up, she rolled around on the bed.
    

    
      Seeing the bedding becoming dirty, the party members frowned.
    

    
      “You're doing all sorts of bullshit. I'll say this in advance. I will absolutely not use that bed.”
    

    
      “Hey. If you say that, what do I become? When you are dirty yourself.”
    

    
      “I am a man. And you are a woman.”
    

    
      “Good grief. Only at times like this am I a woman.”
    

    
      The tussle between the two is familiar now.
    

    
      Lawrence, who organized the luggage with Ronan, asked Balic.
    

    
      “How many days do we rest before moving?”
    

    
      “If there are no special matters, we will rest for about 4 days.”
    

    
      “The time staying at the ranch is a bit longer than I thought. I thought we would move right away because there is nothing to eat around here.”
    

    
      “There is a reason we cannot go right away. Unlike us who only need to care about perimeter security, this is a livelihood for the Ulbaniero. There are many things to process one way or another.”
    

    
      There was no need to ask what that meant.
    

    
      Before half a day even passed, the ranch became noisy.
    

    
      “You see the spotted one? No. Not that guy. Right. The guy hiding between the mothers there.”
    

    
      “I saw it. Wow. That looks a bit difficult. Whether it is the mother or the calf. It seems one will get hurt.”
    

    
      “Making it so they don't get hurt is the Ulbaniero.”
    

    
      “If the two guys don't get hurt, I will get hurt instead.”
    

    
      The Ulbaniero leaning on the fence grumbled.
    

    
      Inside, the cattle brought with care were running around freely.
    

    
      “Watch closely. You will see a rare sight.”
    

    
      “Don't come this way and stand guard, please.”
    

    
      “I have eyes in the back of my head, you see.”
    

    
      At Isolde's composed retort, Lawrence gave a hollow laugh.
    

    
      Still, it is true that I am interested in the situation before my eyes.
    

    
      While standing perimeter guard, I paid attention to what was about to happen.
    

    
      “If you cannot do it, I will do it.”
    

    
      “There is no need for the Captain to step up. We will do it.”
    

    
      “Forget it. The movement has just started. If even one of you gets hurt, we will be short-handed.”
    

    
      Mufola came out in front of the hesitating Ulbaniero.
    

    
      Having crossed the fence, he mounted a horse provided by the ranch.
    

    
      Inside the pen was literally chaos itself.
    

    
      The herds of cattle running without rest circled the surroundings round and round.
    

    
      They were raging so passionately that the dust rising without rest felt threatening.
    

    
      “I will suppress it. Follow with only the name tag and rope.”
    

    
      The equipment is just a switch that looks like a whip and a rope.
    

    
      First, Mufola split the cattle herd in half.
    

    
      He moves slowly but does not use the switch or rope.
    

    
      To the last, he circles the surroundings within a line that does not provoke the cattle.
    

    
      At the end of that gaze is the calf the Ulbaniero pointed out.
    

    
      “Front and back. Just maintain distance.”
    

    
      He gradually drives the spotted calf into a corner.
    

    
      When he separated the mother cow that did not want to fall away easily, the cattle that noticed the suspicious sign began to get excited.
    

    
      The movement changes.
    

    
      As the sound of cattle hooves grew louder, the situation also flowed urgently.
    

    
      *Dududu.
    

    
      It is no different from a meat tank without eyes.
    

    
      Nothing is reflected in the eyes of an excited cow.
    

    
      The guys that just started running seemed ready to push away everything in front.
    

    
      Mufola was not flustered.
    

    
      As if this situation was familiar, his demeanor was calm.
    

    
      Having tied the rope to a tree and checked the calf's location, he pulled the reins.
    

    
      From there, it was truly a stunt.
    

    
      Surprisingly, Mufola, who stood up on the horse, spun the rope with one hand, and as if jumping off, succeeded in hanging the rope around the calf's neck.
    

    
      The calf, running without knowing a rope was caught around its neck, fell unsightly.
    

    
      “Name tag!”
    

    
      Two Ulbaniero suppressed the fallen calf.
    

    
      Mufola does not get off the horse.
    

    
      Having moved his hand to the switch, he drove away the mother cow running over knowing her calf's danger.
    

    
      Chwarak!
    

    
      “Whoa. Whoa!”
    

    
      The mother cow hit by the switch cried sorrowfully.
    

    
      In that gap, a crude name tag was attached to the calf's ear.
    

    
      With the Ulbaniero's sign that it was finished, the rope was untied.
    

    
      The calf, finally becoming free, returned to its mother's embrace.
    

    
      Lawrence could not help but admire the work done in a flash.
    

    
      Perhaps the other mercenaries' impressions were no different, as small clapping sounds even arose from the surroundings.
    

    
      “I see it every request. But the Ulbaniero's rope skills are really amazing.”
    

    
      “You see it every request?”
    

    
      “It is a regular event done every month. Newborn calves need to have name tags attached so we know who the owner is. Because it isn't an easy task, injured people appear often too. Do you know that? If a person gets hit by a cow, they fly in the sky.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      For a person to fly in the sky….
    

    
      She spoke as if it was funny, but it was a story I could not possibly laugh at.
    

    
      Because even Lawrence, who hadn't seen firsthand how injured the person who came down from the sky was, seemed to know.
    

    
      Rather than that, the stunt from a while ago lingered in my head.
    

    
      The rope spinning round and round in the sky.
    

    
      How Mufola spun the rope and how he threw it.
    

    
      That snatched the calf's neck as if being sucked in without a single inch of deviation.
    

    
      Could I possibly use this?
    

    
      Lawrence's eyes, submerged in the swamp of thought, sank quietly.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      We rested for 5 days at Kessler's ranch, one day more than expected.
    

    
      Sufficient time for rest and maintenance.
    

    
      However, since we were leaving the entrance of the swamp from here.
    

    
      There were twice as many things to prepare than when departing from the village.
    

    
      Thin clothes meant for sunlight measures changed into thick robes.
    

    
      We packed Ramael more generously than Kaizel which couldn't be used for many days.
    

    
      There is no need to speak of water.
    

    
      Due to the nature of the swamp, if one tried to find water, there is no reason one couldn't find it, but.
    

    
      Unlike what cattle drink, people could not drink that water.
    

    
      “You will get diarrhea sickness. I don't know for sure, but you can consider it all poison water.”
    

    
      “During the rainy season, you can still drink rainwater if you pick and choose. But unless you are a local, it is a bit hard to recommend. Because the stomach won't support it, there will be far more water you vomit up than you drink.”
    

    
      The dry season and rainy season are different.
    

    
      I don't know how long we will stay in Ulbazar Swamp, but it seemed it wouldn't be bad to experience the rainy season at least once.
    

    
      “You said you have never gone inside the swamp, right?”
    

    
      “Yes. This is the first time.”
    

    
      “It starts from now. You will undergo a grand initiation ceremony.”
    

    
      “Watch out for bugs, Wizard. If it feels like something is crawling, stand up from your spot quickly. Nine out of ten times it is a snake.”
    

    
      “You are joking, right?”
    

    
      At Lawrence's counter-question, Garic and Ronan avoided his gaze.
    

    
      “It would be good if it were a joke.”
    

    
      “Don't forget that every time an antidote is used, it gets cut from the pay.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      That was not welcome news.
    

    
      “But Garic uses poison, yet he seems to hate poisonous insects.”
    

    
      “Just because I am a Poison User doesn't mean I like everything.”
    

    
      “It is hard to do even if you like it. It must be harder if you hate it.”
    

    
      “You die if things go wrong. Who would like it? The oddballs who like things like the poisonous insects or snakes you speak of would probably be about the hunters of the Sultaniya Kingdom.”
    

    
      How many days has it been since we left Kessler's ranch?
    

    
      The green verdure seen occasionally began to paint the scenery.
    

    
      As waterways and rivers increased, the party's movement also gradually slowed.
    

    
      Since there was a lot of grass for cattle to eat nearby, the need to speed up had disappeared.
    

    
      At the same time, the dangers the colleagues spoke of approached as reality.
    

    
      Poisonous insects and snakes.
    

    
      Furthermore, lizards and bugs whose names were unknown appeared from all directions.
    

    
      I knew at once why we prepared thick robes and hoods.
    

    
      Countless bugs fell onto the hood, and bugs that penetrated the thick robe bit the whole body.
    

    
      Some bugs didn't care about the robe and bit from on top of the clothes.
    

    
      They were so ferocious that the upper arms revealed under the robe were full of red marks.
    

    
      My whole body itches tremendously.
    

    
      The places bitten by bugs induced itchiness constantly and then brought pain that felt like stinging pricks.
    

    
      No matter how itchy the bug bites are, one must not scratch.
    

    
      Although one cannot prevent scratching while sleeping, Lawrence consciously avoided touching the bitten parts as much as possible.
    

    
      “I'm dying. Shit. I'm really dying!”
    

    
      “Shut up. So who told you to scratch like that?”
    

    
      It is thanks to the excellent teacher by bad example named Garic.
    

    
      Because he scratched the bug bites wildly, his body was covered in oozing sores.
    

    
      “Tsk tsk. A Poison User being played by poison. Good job.”
    

    
      “I told you not all Poison Users like poison!”
    

    
      It is not empty words; I did not want to become like that.
    

    
      Itchy and painful.
    

    
      I feel like I have heatstroke due to the hotly beating sunlight.
    

    
      Every time I washed my body covered in sweat that wouldn't dry, stamina disappeared powerlessly.
    

    
      Even in the midst of this, jaguars attacked the cattle.
    

    
      As there were more terrain features around, searching for them in advance became much harder compared to the entrance of the swamp.
    

    
      For mere jaguars, not only did they swim in the river, but they hid in unexpected places and popped out.
    

    
      Whenever that happened, without fail, the cry of a cow rang in the swamp.
    

    
      “Lawrence!”
    

    
      “I am watching!”
    

    
      Unlike the entrance of the swamp, from here on, many opportunities to use Fire Tail came.
    

    
      Because there were many places for jaguars to hide, there was a limit to searching with just Shadow Light.
    

    
      It was closer to the feeling of clearing away the place the guy hid with Fire Tail.
    

    
      For jaguars who prioritized hiding over speed, there was no move more certain than this.
    

    
      The problem is, as expected, the power.
    

    
      Since it cuts the hiding opponent at once, the guys caught in Fire Tail were burnt without fail.
    

    
      Damage can be reduced, but there is no way to secure byproducts.
    

    
      So Lawrence changed his thinking.
    

    
      If I cannot reduce the power, let's raise the skill of controlling it.
    

    
      Limit the targeted part and reduce the damage inflicted on other parts as much as possible.
    

    
      The knack was similar to the Fire I handled at the Mercenary Guild.
    

    
      At first, it didn't go well.
    

    
      First of all, the jaguar wasn't seen well, and the Fire Tail burned everything around it.
    

    
      However, magic is something that grows in real combat.
    

    
      As the skill controlling Fire Tail increased, the carcasses of jaguars gradually changed.
    

    
      “I see why wizards are scary.”
    

    
      Balic, who examined the jaguar Lawrence killed, said.
    

    
      The magic that used to leave only charcoal lumps.
    

    
      The magic that used to burn all the back skin.
    

    
      Now, it cleanly cut off only the jaguar's head.
    

    
      “Did you not know? Originally, wizards are scary.”
    

    
      “…No. That's not what I mean. I'm saying you are scary.”
    

    
      Isolde muttered as if dumbfounded.
    

    
      “I don't know how you can concentrate like that. Living until now, I thought Garic was the biggest oddball. As expected, the world is wide and there are many crazy guys.”
    

    
      “I agree with that too. Even among the women I have seen, Isolde is the most peculiar person.”
    

    
      “You just insulted me, right?”
    

    
      “It was Isolde who insulted me first by calling me a crazy guy.”
    

    
      Garic, who was passing by, heard that sound and giggled.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Is it originally this hard?”
    

    
      “Still, this time is on the better side.”
    

    
      Ronan, pointing at the Shadow Light, said.
    

    
      “Thanks to the magic you use, fewer bugs and snakes are gathering than other times.”
    

    
      “This is few? Then just how bad is it usually….”
    

    
      “If you want to know, go look at the mercenaries on the opposite side. They all look the same as that guy.”
    

    
      “I know even without looking.”
    

    
      That guy was naturally Garic.
    

    
      At his appearance of twisting his whole body consistently, Isolde giggled.
    

    
      Even if medicine is applied, it only maintains the status quo.
    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    
      What use is applying medicine? Since he gets bitten that much and scratches that much again, the situation did not improve easily.
    

    
      On the 3rd day since jaguar attacks became somewhat frequent.
    

    
      A colorful bird entered the eyes of Lawrence, who was looking around with tired eyes.
    

    
      A bird of blue light sitting on a tree branch.
    

    
      The peculiar thing was that its beak was as big as its head.
    

    
      It looked strong enough to dig a hole in a tree just like a woodpecker.
    

    
      “Ronan. To think there is such a colorful bird.”
    

    
      “Bird? Ho-oh. Good find. It is an Azure Toucan.”
    

    
      “Azure Toucan?”
    

    
      “It is a unique bird that only inhabits the swamp. First, I willgo inform Balic.”
    

    
      Is it enough to report this?
    

    
      I only discovered one bird?
    

    
      I don't know how she heard the story, but Isolde approached from far away.
    

    
      “I heard you discovered an Azure Toucan?”
    

    
      “It isn't there now. It was up there. I don't know where it went. If I knew it would be like this, maybe I should have caught it.”
    

    
      “No. Seeing it is what's important. If you discovered an Azure Toucan, you just have to chase its traces. No need to be regretful. If we just catch the direction well, we will be able to see not one but dozens.”
    

    
      I don't know why, but Isolde looked excited.
    

    
      “Azure Toucans are guys that only eat Waterseed. It is a red fruit that rises convexly like this. Have you perhaps eaten it?”
    

    
      Lawrence shook his head.
    

    
      “Then eat it on this occasion. It is really delicious. Because there is so much juice, it is even eaten as a water substitute in the swamp.”
    

    
      “If there is such a convenient fruit, isn't it better to pack it before setting out on the journey? Is the price expensive perhaps?”
    

    
      “There is that too. Think about taking Waterseed from here to the village. Because it is too hot, they all spoil. So it is a fruit of fantasy that can only be eaten in the swamp.”
    

    
      “Fruit of fantasy….”
    

    
      For an instant, the fruit I couldn't eat in Dragon's Valley came to mind.
    

    
      “But why does discovering an Azure Toucan connect to Waterseed?”
    

    
      “I told you. They only eat Waterseed.”
    

    
      “Don't they eat Waterseed too? It's not like that's the only fruit. They would eat other things too.”
    

    
      “No. They don't. Azure Toucans are guys that eat nothing except Waterseed.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      How does that make sense?
    

    
      Since it is a bird, it should eat things like bugs or earthworms well too.
    

    
      “Wait a moment. Then what do they do if there are no Waterseeds nearby? Do they just die without eating anything?”
    

    
      “You know well. Correct. Guys that starve to death if there are no Waterseeds are exactly the Azure Toucans.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Even Lawrence was bound to be speechless.
    

    
      “Do you know what's even better? For Waterseeds to grow, clean water is needed. In other words, the Azure Toucan is a guy no different from gold if only discovered. At least in this swamp.”
    

    
      Her words were right.
    

    
      The Ulbaniero set out to search centering on the place Lawrence discovered the Azure Toucan.
    

    
      Tracing the guys' marks, a new world unfolded.
    

    
      Green verdure bloomed in full.
    

    
      Between the trees where Azure Toucans came and went, a lake was seen.
    

    
      It is different from the rivers seen in the swamp until now.
    

    
      The water with a transparent glow was clean enough to just drink.
    

    
      It was to the extent that it felt like this place was not the swamp but another place.
    

    
      Not only the mercenaries but also the Ulbaniero freely picked and ate the Waterseeds grown on the trees.
    

    
      There is no need to remove the skin either.
    

    
      They ate the fruit with the bumpy skin just as it was.
    

    
      Lawrence also brought a Waterseed to his mouth with expectant eyes.
    

    
      “…!”
    

    
      I wonder how much moisture it had collected; the juice that couldn't be fully contained flowed out of the mouth.
    

    
      Beyond simply sweet, it is incredibly refreshing.
    

    
      I couldn't remember when I ate something this cool.
    

    
      I didn't know I would be able to eat such a luxurious fruit in Ulbazar Swamp, standing in the middle of the heat.
    

    
      Fruit of fantasy.
    

    
      It is as said.
    

    
      There was no way to express this other than saying it is truly a fantasy.
    

    
      Lawrence, who finished eating one Waterseed in an instant, reached out for another Waterseed.
    

    
      It didn't end at just wetting the throat; even the body became cool.
    

    
      A smile formed on its own at the feeling of strength soaring where there was none.
    

    
      “Here he is, Mr. Wizard!”
    

    
      “The protagonist of the day has come!”
    

    
      I was eating the third Waterseed.
    

    
      The Ulbaniero sitting inside the waterside called Lawrence.
    

    
      “To think you would discover an Azure Toucan. It must be that the Spirit is watching over Mr. Wizard.”
    

    
      “It is a coincidence. You do not have to praise me too much.”
    

    
      I know they are saying it out of courtesy.
    

    
      Because I am not used to things like this, I feel embarrassed for no reason.
    

    
      “It is more amazing because it is a coincidence. To think such a miracle happens to an outsider who came to the swamp for the first time. It is hard to believe even seeing with my 
    

    
      two eyes.”
    

    
      “Hey you. Mr. Wizard said he is a person of the Order. Those words are rude.”
    

    
      “A person of the Order? Mr. Wizard? What kind of nonsense is that?”
    

    
      The middle-aged Ulbaniero looks like he cannot believe it.
    

    
      “It is fine. I do not force faith on other people.”
    

    
      “Huh…. I heard the Order and the Magic Tower are on bad terms. I must have been unaware of something. Now now, as a sign of my apology, I will give this freshly roasted Azure Toucan to Mr. Wizard.”
    

    
      He handed the appetizingly roasted bird to Lawrence.
    

    
      “You know now, right? I do not refuse food.”
    

    
      “Kuhaha! Of course. In the first place, if not for you, we wouldn't have even tasted it!”
    

    
      Was it because I couldn't eat anything in Dragon's Valley?
    

    
      After arriving at Ulbazar Swamp, the amount of my meals increased remarkably.
    

    
      I am a big eater anyway, but since the amount I eat increased, it wasn't unreasonable for those around to be surprised.
    

    
      The roasted Azure Toucan was attractive with its tender flesh.
    

    
      Perhaps because I had only been eating dried meat and boiled fruit, it approached as an even more special taste. Unlike how it looked, the quantity was large so I could eat my fill.
    

    
      There is no need to speak of washing the body with clean water after a long time.
    

    
      Resupply of drinking water ended too.
    

    
      Not only the cattle but people also regained vitality.
    

    
      That evening, we stood night watch with a much lighter heart.
    

    
      “Watch your head. If there is a lot of vegetation, all sorts of strange miscellaneous things come out.”
    

    
      As if still itchy, Garic said while scratching his belly hard.
    

    
      “I got it, so please stop scratching. It will fester again.”
    

    
      “Is festering the issue? If bitten by a snake, you die painfully.”
    

    
      “If it is about poison, I think I have heard it over dozens of times. Since the swamp changes in this way during the rainy season. Watch out for snakes coming down riding trees. Watch out for poisonous insects hidden between grass. Do not approach the river because alligators appear. It is all stories Garic told me.”
    

    
      “Still far from enough. You can hear more.”
    

    
      Thanks to that, I came to know how dangerous the swamp is.
    

    
      Actually, like his words, the swamp was full of this and that kind of bug.
    

    
      Just the snake discovered on the tree a while ago had a tremendous size.
    

    
      A snake with a length almost matching Balic came down soundlessly, and Isolde screamed so loudly that my ears almost fell off.
    

    
      Fortunately, they say snakes with large sizes have a low probability of having poison.
    

    
      That wasn't an issue of poison, but a monster snake that could swallow a person too.
    

    
      “In the rainy season, you see. If a calf disappears, suspect a snake first, not a jaguar. Do you know why? If a jaguar takes it, there are bound to be traces of resistance or blood at least. But a guy eaten by a snake disappears without a trace.”
    

    
      “Goodness. That is really information I wanted to know.”
    

    
      It wasn't a story to be surprised about anew.
    

    
      If they put their mind to it, they look like they would eat people too, so would a calf be any different?
    

    
      “Still, listening to the words. The rainy season looks better than the dry season.”
    

    
      “Where is there a comfortable time. The rainy season is hard in its own way. We go because those damn alligators make money. Otherwise, we wouldn't have even glanced at the swamp in the rainy season.”
    

    
      “It is biting there again.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Garic shook his body hurriedly.
    

    
      Not one but three or four tick-like bugs fell off with a patter.
    

    
      “Damn it. Damn bug bastards….”
    

    
      Bug bite marks appeared again on the arm where the oozing sores had almost disappeared.
    

    
      “I say this because you don't know. In the rainy season, it rains. Without skipping a single day. The rain just pours down like crazy. As if a hole was pierced in the sky.”
    

    
      “For now, it won't be hot.”
    

    
      “You think so? The stickiness is the same. Swords rust, armor is heavy, food ingredients all spoil. Isolde's foot smell is almost at a torture level. Do I need to tell you more?”
    

    
      “St…. Stop it, please. It's not like Isolde wants to smell, right?”
    

    
      “Stop what. You have to smell Isolde's feet too to think, ah, the dry season was good. That thought will come to you.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Giving him a hint is useless.
    

    
      Because Isolde, having approached before we knew it with a terrifying appearance, was standing behind Garic.
    

    
      I intuited the disaster that would happen soon.
    

    
      Lawrence, quietly pulling his feet back, retreated from that spot.
    

    
      A moment later, Garic's terrible scream rang out.
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      How many days has it been since we discovered the Azure Toucan?
    

    
      Whether it is the Spirit's protection, or the Goddess's protection.
    

    
      I heard the news that we would arrive at the last ranch without any major accidents.
    

    
      However, they say that if things go too well, the end is not good.
    

    
      That incident came suddenly.
    

    
      “It's hot enough to die. Why aren't we moving?”
    

    
      “Wait. Balic went to find out.”
    

    
      “Isn't it because we're almost there?”
    

    
      “No. It isn't that. Something is strange.”
    

    
      It wasn't just Lawrence's party that felt something was wrong.
    

    
      I could feel the mercenaries standing guard on the opposite side also murmuring.
    

    
      Soon, Balic, having finished talking with Mufola, returned.
    

    
      “Cattle have disappeared.”
    

    
      “I wondered what it was. Did they stray from the herd?”
    

    
      Like Garic's reaction, it wasn't that big of a deal.
    

    
      Because even while coming here, there were occasions where one or two cattle strayed from the herd.
    

    
      Whenever that happened, the Ulbaniero brought them back accompanied by a few mercenaries, and it seemed time was being delayed a bit because they were looking for the cattle this time too.
    

    
      “Including even young calves, it is five.”
    

    
      “Five? No. Why did so many disappear?”
    

    
      “Strange. Did the Ulbaniero not know until five disappeared?”
    

    
      “This isn't a normal matter. The fact that they just discovered it means they disappeared all at once.”
    

    
      Hearing the number of disappeared cattle, the colleagues' reactions changed.
    

    
      If it's one or two, they might not notice even if they disappear from the herd suddenly.
    

    
      Because to the last, it is work done by people.
    

    
      No matter how accustomed the Ulbaniero are to this work, they cannot watch all hundreds of cattle.
    

    
      However, even considering that point, five is too many.
    

    
      “It would be fortunate if it's wild animals. But things won't be that easy, right?”
    

    
      “I think so too. I see the probability of it being snakes or jaguars as low. It isn't any other Ulbaniero but Mufola who is the person in charge this time. I think it would be good to assume the worst situation.”
    

    
      “If it is the worst situation…. What do you mean?”
    

    
      At Lawrence's question, Balic made a serious expression.
    

    
      “Bugbears. Seeing that as many as five cattle disappeared, it probably won't be just one guy either.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Unfortunately, the ominous premonition hit the mark.
    

    
      A gigantic monster entered the eyes of the party moving forward while guarding the surroundings carefully.
    

    
      “Bugbear!”
    

    
      As soon as that sound rang out, there were two mercenaries who ran out in front of the party.
    

    
      One is Balic. And one is Gawud.
    

    
      Both mercenaries put forward shields bigger than their own bodies.
    

    
      I always questioned why on earth they carried around such large tower shields. Lawrence could only know the reason today.
    

    
      The club wielded by the Bugbear.
    

    
      Balic and Gawud, standing in the vanguard, received the ignorant force contained in the club with their shields.
    

    
      Kung!
    

    
      A dizzying sound rang out.
    

    
      The backs of the two mercenaries, which seemed like they wouldn't shake, fluctuated.
    

    
      It is a contest of strength between humans and a monster.
    

    
      Looking only at muscle strength, there was no need to think about who was stronger.
    

    
      I don't care about the surroundings becoming noisy.
    

    
      Focus. Instant coping determines the war situation.
    

    
      Lawrence knew from experience how important swift decision-making is in real combat.
    

    
      Floating Shadow Light.
    

    
      I entered preparation to cast the next magic.
    

    
      Crisis is an opportunity.
    

    
      The opponent is that Bugbear.
    

    
      Ordinary Shadow Spear won't do.
    

    
      The time has finally come to use the practiced Shadow Spear.
    

    
      The Bugbear that revealed its appearance was smaller than the guy I encountered in the river earlier.
    

    
      If my memory is correct, it feels like a difference of roughly one or two heads.
    

    
      But that is relatively small to the last.
    

    
      Compared to a person, the fact that it is an overwhelming size did not change.
    

    
      Balic and Gawud.
    

    
      It is to the extent that these two giants look like ordinary builds.
    

    
      Let alone other mercenaries, speaking of them only hurts my mouth.
    

    
      “Ulbaniero, fall back!”
    

    
      “Wake the bastards sleeping in the wagon first!”
    

    
      Chaos is instantaneous.
    

    
      Befitting mercenaries who cross the line of death risking their lives, the response was swift.
    

    
      Balic and Gawud's judgment was valid.
    

    
      Thanks to blocking the Bugbear's charge with shields, the colleagues in the rear could also finish preparations.
    

    
      Ronan's sword, digging in nimbly, cut the Bugbear's flank.
    

    
      Blood did not scatter.
    

    
      It merely scratched the leather surface.
    

    
      Isolde's arrow is no different.
    

    
      Blocked by armor that looked like chains and leather tangled together, her arrow could not inflict any damage.
    

    
      If sword and arrow are like that.
    

    
      Garic's dagger had a worse situation.
    

    
      Still, the sword does not stop.
    

    
      Cutting the place cut again and aiming again.
    

    
      Ronan's hand did not stop until blue blood rained down.
    

    
      “Ronan!”
    

    
      Even before Balic issued a warning, his figure slipped away.
    

    
      The club grazed past his hair.
    

    
      The sword swung while falling back cut the Bugbear's ankle.
    

    
      It is not a fatal wound.
    

    
      Hesitation that would have been nothing more than an instant.
    

    
      Balic, a Silver Plaque mercenary, did not miss that gap.
    

    
      “Uoooo!”
    

    
      Along with the shield, his foot advanced powerfully.
    

    
      Pushing.
    

    
      At the single blow charged using the shield as a weapon, the Bugbear staggered.
    

    
      Mercenaries who were only waiting for a gap to rush in from behind reacted to this.
    

    
      “Now!”
    

    
      “Kill it!”
    

    
      Swords flash.
    

    
      A fierce offensive poured onto the Bugbear who lost balance.
    

    
      Stabbing, cutting, and piercing. The mercenaries who surrounded the guy in an instant inflicted indiscriminate attacks.
    

    
      Kuooo!
    

    
      For the first time, a painful groan came out of the guy's mouth.
    

    
      “It seems there won't be a need for you to step up for this.”
    

    
      Did he see that we seized the victory?
    

    
      A smile spread on the lips of Garic throwing a dagger.
    

    
      It worked.
    

    
      However, I realized immediately how complacent a thought that was.
    

    
      Behind the smiling Garic, a mercenary flew into the sky.
    

    
      “Uh?”
    

    
      Whose voice was that?
    

    
      In an instant, the surroundings were dotted with screams and groans.
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      “Uaaaak!!”
    

    
      Mercenaries who swarmed like a flock of bees embroidered the sky.
    

    
      Whenever the club is swung, screams ring out without fail.
    

    
      Just roughly, the mercenaries flown away are five.
    

    
      It is all something that happened after the shield charge ended.
    

    
      Balic stepped forward, but the situation is already the worst.
    

    
      The formation putting shields at the forefront collapsed long ago.
    

    
      The Bugbear also doesn't care about Balic anymore.
    

    
      Mercenaries faltered at the appearance of colleagues falling away one by one.
    

    
      However, no one urges them.
    

    
      Because if they have eyes, everyone would have seen.
    

    
      The mercenary flying away whenever the Bugbear's club is swung.
    

    
      Because if they have ears, everyone would have heard.
    

    
      The mercenary screaming whenever the Bugbear's club is swung.
    

    
      Time was needed to reorganize the formation.
    

    
      Fighting like this, we couldn't win even what could be won.
    

    
      “Please tell everyone to fall back.”
    

    
      This is enough for observing the situation.
    

    
      Mercenaries retreating from the Bugbear.
    

    
      Even Balic holding the shield cannot find an opportunity to go in.
    

    
      On the other hand, the Bugbear whose spirit has risen is huffing continuously.
    

    
      Although the guy's body has already become covered in blue blood, wounds that could be called serious heavy injuries cannot be found.
    

    
      It is fine despite receiving that much attack from mercenaries.
    

    
      The club swung repeatedly in the empty air and made a fierce sound of tearing wind.
    

    
      As if telling us to come if we dare, the guy's eyes burned fiercely.
    

    
      “Balic!”
    

    
      “Going in again!”
    

    
      “Lawrence is preparing magic.”
    

    
      “Buy time! Garic. Ronan. Take both sides. Isolde! Aim only for the face. Aim for the eyes so friends don't get hurt!”
    

    
      “Demanding something difficult again!”
    

    
      I cast Shadow Spear.
    

    
      The shadow spear rising under the Shadow Light harbored a terrifying spirit.
    

    
      Focus and focus again.
    

    
      Concentration sharpened like a keen sword gathered into the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      More than anything else, destructive power is the priority.
    

    
      The guy that didn't fall easily even when exposed to mercenaries' attacks.
    

    
      Power capable of piercing even leather like an impregnable fortress was needed.
    

    
      Literally, there had to be a spear with destructive power of one-hit kill.
    

    
      Believe.
    

    
      There is no limit to magic.
    

    
      If it is Shadow Spear unfolded with Shadow Light, it is enough.
    

    
      The shadow burns gradually.
    

    
      The rippling shadow transforms into flame.
    

    
      Heat that shouldn't exist burned my face.
    

    
      It is an illusion.
    

    
      I know.
    

    
      All this is nothing more than the heat of the swamp.
    

    
      Lawrence's concentration is not disturbed.
    

    
      As much as I exert effort into maintenance and reinforcement, chest pain became thicker.
    

    
      Not yet.
    

    
      Still lacking.
    

    
      Do not let go. Pour in mana until the power is raised to the maximum.
    

    
      There is no second time.
    

    
      I must cut off its breath with the first blow.
    

    
      Although mercenaries are drawing attention right now, the moment Shadow Spear is emitted, the guy's attention will be focused on Lawrence.
    

    
      No one here can hold the Bugbear's feet.
    

    
      The moment the guy notices Lawrence, I will be hit by the club and fly into the sky.
    

    
      No. Do not think.
    

    
      There is no need to always assume the worst thing.
    

    
      The process reaches the final stage.
    

    
      A long, long string was created below the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      That was just like the tail of Fire Tail.
    

    
      Or it was similar to the ropes the Ulbaniero used.
    

    
      It is not gripping the handle of the spear.
    

    
      Holding the string with both hands, I started spinning the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      It is not spinning with only the hand's strength.
    

    
      While controlling with Lawrence's will, use even the hands to reinforce the Shadow Spear's power.
    

    
      It is the usage method of Shadow Spear thought of after deep consideration.
    

    
      As seen, the appearance got the trick from the Ulbaniero's rope.
    

    
      Just because Shadow Spear is a spear, it doesn't necessarily have to fall from the spear blade.
    

    
      To the last, it only has the appearance of a spear; Shadow Spear is magic.
    

    
      Whatever part it falls on, the destructive power is the same.
    

    
      It is a result already confirmed through several practices.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear spinning above the head gradually became faster.
    

    
      Soon, the rippling shadow changed into a black circle.
    

    
      Lawrence checked the Bugbear's location.
    

    
      The distance seen with eyes roughly jumps over 100m.
    

    
      It is a distance that was out of the question when throwing with hands.
    

    
      Let alone hitting, it didn't even fly near.
    

    
      However, a javelin throw using a string is a different story.
    

    
      Whether thanks to Lawrence's will intervening in the direction and aiming that were hard to hit, the more I concentrated, the higher the accuracy rate also became.
    

    
      Of course, this is the first time handling it in real combat.
    

    
      Still, I didn't have the thought that it would miss at all.
    

    
      “Going!”
    

    
      I send the signal.
    

    
      There is no time to check if all mercenaries fell back.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear already painting the sky had reached its limit long ago.
    

    
      What remains is just letting it go toward the prey.
    

    
      Lawrence threw the Shadow Spear with all his might.
    

    
      “It's coming!”
    

    
      “Dodge!”
    

    
      It cannot even be compared to when thrown with hands.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear flying the shortest distance arrived at the guy.
    

    
      —!?
    

    
      When the Bugbear confirmed the shadow spear, it was already late.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear, close to a blade rather than a spear, cut off the guy's torso in a single stroke.
    

    
      The Bugbear's leather and armor mean nothing.
    

    
      In front of the slash created by Shadow Spear, the guy was nothing more than a lump of fat.
    

    
      Ka-ra-rak!
    

    
      Even after killing the Bugbear, the Shadow Spear does not stop.
    

    
      Trees caught in the rotation were all cut down.
    

    
      One, two. Three….
    

    
      Only after knocking down as many as five trees did the black blade barely disappear.
    

    
      The Bugbear reached out toward its fallen lower body.
    

    
      It doesn't reach.
    

    
      The guy crawled on the floor with two hands.
    

    
      But before it could even touch the masterless lower body, the flame of life extinguished in those eyes.
    

    
      The Bugbear did not move anymore.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      It was an instant that silence settled.
    

    
      Through the silence, mercenaries' shouts began to tail one another again.
    

    
      “Block the guy!”
    

    
      “What on earth are the Silver Plaque mercenaries doing?”
    

    
      Not yet.
    

    
      Not finished yet.
    

    
      The Bugbears that attacked the party are two.
    

    
      The one fallen is the Bugbear Balic was handling.
    

    
      The Bugbear Gawud ran out and hasn't fallen yet.
    

    
      It was the moment Lawrence, having collected his thoughts, was also about to move his steps.
    

    
      Piing, and the head spun.
    

    
      The ground becomes closer.
    

    
      The moment I thought that, someone grabbed my arm.
    

    
      “Lawrence?!”
    

    
      A smell of blood like a stench came.
    

    
      “Isolde. You smell so please move away a bit.”
    

    
      “Is that something to say right now?”
    

    
      “I am fine so please stop shouting.”
    

    
      Even so, this was unexpected.
    

    
      No matter how much I raised and raised the power of Shadow Spear, to think a headache would arise when I used it only once.
    

    
      This is big trouble.
    

    
      I didn't even close my eyes, but my vision shook wildly.
    

    
      Not stopping at crawling inside the head, bugs began to dig into the eyes too.
    

    
      Crawling black bugs destroyed the field of view.
    

    
      I inadvertently clutched my chest with my hand.
    

    
      I just hadn't felt it yet. As a backlash of using Shadow Spear, the chest was complaining of extreme pain.
    

    
      “Lawrence. If possible, one more time…. What is wrong?”
    

    
      “It's impossible anymore, Balic. That seems to have been magic using full power.”
    

    
      “Is that so. Understood. Isolde. I entrust Lawrence to you. The remaining two follow me. Gawud is in danger.”
    

    
      Lawrence collapsed onto the spot.
    

    
      I absolutely cannot walk.
    

    
      I closed my two eyes so the vision wouldn't shake anymore.
    

    
      “I am sorry. I will leave the rest to you.”
    

    
      “What sorry. That Bugbear was killed by you.”
    

    
      “You did well. I didn't know magic would be this strong.”
    

    
      I don't know who is speaking.
    

    
      Lawrence, lifting his head with difficulty, made a smile.
    

    
      “This way. For now, let's rest a bit.”
    

    
      “Received Isolde's support, Lawrence sat leaning against a tree.
    

    
      Rough breathing sounds fill the head.
    

    
      I seem to hear the sound of mercenaries shouting something.
    

    
      The consciousness drifting far away could not distinguish the voices.
    

    
      Being hazy, all this felt like someone else's business.
    

    
      That was incredibly frustrating.
    

    
      Even just a while ago, we would have been fighting together.
    

    
      It felt like only Lawrence was dropped alone in another place.
    

    
      Swallow the anger.
    

    
      I quietly contained the burning rage in my heart.
    

    
      If not careful.
    

    
      Although the power of the new Shadow Spear is certain, having no reserve with just a single magic exercise is the worst.
    

    
      I cannot even guess how much mana it devoured on earth.
    

    
      I raised the power too much.
    

    
      Not only did I kill the Bugbear in one shot, but even the trees behind it were all swept into the sphere of influence.
    

    
      No matter that I used the reinforced Shadow Spear for the first time in real combat, even considering that point, there were too many parts to reflect on.
    

    
      It is different from practicing against trees.
    

    
      Actual power or destructive power is something known only by dealing with monsters in real combat.
    

    
      Up to what line to reinforce the power.
    

    
      Up to what line to use so chest pain or headache doesn't occur.
    

    
      All this could only be learned in real combat.
    

    
      Even through bone-carving practice, one only makes rough guesses.
    

    
      In real combat, all situations cannot be the same.
    

    
      Real combat is not knowing at what moment one will encounter a monster.
    

    
      Body condition is bound to vary vastly accordingly too, and how the surrounding situation will flow is also an unknown.
    

    
      Just like today.
    

    
      …It is an ugly excuse.
    

    
      Because of anger, my fist kept trembling.
    

    
      I went too far.
    

    
      It is because I got unnecessarily tense seeing the Bugbear's majesty.
    

    
      Being too conscious of the time I couldn't kill the guy in one shot, I ended up pouring almost all my mana.
    

    
      The thought that I must absolutely not fail created this situation.
    

    
      Reflect.
    

    
      Do not forget this frustrated heart and let's not make a mistake next time.
    

    
      Around the time the bugs in the head subsided, Lawrence realized the surroundings had become quiet.
    

    
      When I opened my eyes carefully, Isolde was seen.
    

    
      “Isolde?”
    

    
      “Uh? You woke up. Is your body a bit okay?”
    

    
      “I did not sleep. How did the situation go?”
    

    
      “It just finished. It seems Gawud's side handled it somehow. All the resting Silver Plaque mercenaries joined in. It's not that there is no damage though….”
    

    
      As if troubled to say, she avoided his gaze.
    

    
      There is no need to tell me.
    

    
      Seeing the surroundings quiet, the situation had already ended.
    

    
      Now it is the turn to check the damage.
    

    
      Lawrence stood up from the spot awkwardly.
    

    
      She held out a hand as if to lend a shoulder, but the boy refused gently.
    

    
      It is not to the extent I need to receive support.
    

    
      The pain felt in the chest also subsided somewhat.
    

    
      I did not want to show a weak appearance to other mercenaries.
    

    
      Lawrence moved his feet with Isolde.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      6 injured. 2 seriously injured.
    

    
      The ones damage occurred to were all Copper Plaque mercenaries.
    

    
      We merely received a raid from two Bugbears.
    

    
      Almost half the personnel ended up in a state incapable of combat.
    

    
      The fortunate thing amidst misfortune is that there is no damage to the Ulbaniero.
    

    
      “It is tremendous. I didn't know Bugbears would be this strong.”
    

    
      “Preparation was insufficient. I didn't know we would encounter Bugbears this suddenly. Even if we could prepare just fire at least, it wouldn't have been to this degree.”
    

    
      Balic shook his head as if the aftertaste was very bitter.
    

    
      “Is fire a weakness?”
    

    
      “For living things, fire is a weakness for all. If you ask whether Bugbears are strong or weak against fire, I think they are strong. Otherwise, there is no way they could endure the heat of the swamp.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “It means there is no easy way. Still, isn't it better than having none?”
    

    
      Garic, who was listening to the story, chimed in.
    

    
      “The problem is, unless we discover the Bugbear beforehand. We cannot prepare fire in advance in the swamp.”
    

    
      “Why such…. Ah!”
    

    
      While speaking, Lawrence realized.
    

    
      Handling fire in the swamp is a suicidal act.
    

    
      Unless one wants to summon poisonous insects and snakes, fire had to be handled minimally when needed.
    

    
      It was a place with many restrictions one way or another.
    

    
      “For now, Mufola says he will divide the personnel in two. He says he will divide into personnel returning to the village after arriving at Randall Ranch and personnel escorting the Ulbaniero setting out on the trade journey. So I intend to ask everyone's opinion.”
    

    
      “It is because of the injury. If we go like this, we won't be able to save the lives that can be saved. Then the opposite side?”
    

    
      “I heard Gawud's party will take charge of the opposite side.”
    

    
      For an instant, the colleagues' gazes turned toward Lawrence.
    

    
      There was no need to ask the reason.
    

    
      In this request, the boy's magic had already become an indispensable existence.
    

    
      Shadow Light's convenience.
    

    
      A wizard who can kill even that strong Bugbear in one shot.
    

    
      Even if the party's leader is Balic, the policy would change depending on the decision Lawrence makes.
    

    
      After contemplating for a moment, he opened his mouth.
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      “If we consider the return trade too, how many more days will it take?”
    

    
      “Departing today is out of the question. We will head to the ranch by tomorrow morning at the earliest, so we will arrive by afternoon at the latest. If we consider selling the cattle too…. Well. I see it finishing in about 3 days.”
    

    
      3 days.
    

    
      Compared to the time spent until now, it isn't that long either.
    

    
      “Then, in preparation for the worst-case scenario, I wish for us to remain on the side that completes the request until the end. Considering the injured, it will be much better in terms of combat power too.”
    

    
      “You're asking for trouble.”
    

    
      “There will be that much additional compensation. Mufola is a trustworthy man.”
    

    
      The colleagues don't look like they dislike it either.
    

    
      Not to mention Isolde who was in the rear.
    

    
      Garic and Ronan also had no major injuries other than minor scratches.
    

    
      What is worrying is Balic who took the Bugbear's club directly, but.
    

    
      As if a Silver Plaque mercenary isn't one for nothing, he looked to have no problems whatsoever.
    

    
      “I also judged that it is better for us to remain. Since Gawud is also injured, he must be feeling burdened one way or another.”
    

    
      “That Gawud? That is a bit surprising.”
    

    
      “It means he is human too. Still, since he got hurt while saving a colleague, he probably has no regrets.”
    

    
      As long as one is in the position of a leader responsible for colleagues' lives.
    

    
      There are burdens one must naturally shoulder.
    

    
      At the appearance of mercenaries taking care of the injured, Lawrence realized he had been thinking wrongly until now.
    

    
      Just because they are mercenaries doesn't mean all mercenaries are the same.
    

    
      If there are those who know only themselves like the mercenaries of the Spider Forest, there were also mercenaries like these who thought of the entire party's benefit and the request.
    

    
      Which side is peculiar, I can just learn from now on.
    

    
      It was decided that the Ulbaniero side would buy the Bugbear's byproducts.
    

    
      The byproduct that makes money is just one leather.
    

    
      There weren't many parts that made money like the Forest Spider, but.
    

    
      Just looking at the leather alone, it had a value that lightly surpassed silver.
    

    
      For the Bugbear defeated on Gawud's side, whether leather or whatever, because the damage was too severe, they could hardly receive a proper price.
    

    
      But the Bugbear Lawrence caught with Shadow Spear had a somewhat decent situation.
    

    
      Except for the upper and lower body being divided, the condition wasn't bad, and there weren't many minor scratches on the leather either, so it seems it belonged sufficiently to high-grade goods.
    

    
      First of all, since Bugbear leather doesn't have much supply and sells well too, we succeeded in receiving a proper price one way or another.
    

    
      The problem is distribution.
    

    
      Whoever looks at it, the one who killed the Bugbear is Lawrence.
    

    
      Thinking simply, it isn't wrong to say Lawrence has the ownership.
    

    
      But looking closely, all the mercenaries gathered in that spot cooperated to defeat the Bugbear.
    

    
      In other words, it is not a situation where any single person can claim ownership.
    

    
      “I wish to divide it fairly. I hope some money goes to the mercenaries who were injured while fighting as well, not just us.”
    

    
      Lawrence, noticing they were only reading each other's faces, stepped forward and said.
    

    
      The boy remembered the incident in the Spider Forest.
    

    
      Even then, a big disturbance arose among mercenaries over the Forest Spider's byproducts.
    

    
      Jealousy and envy.
    

    
      No matter how decent a person is, they change suddenly when it becomes a money problem.
    

    
      Because money is reality.
    

    
      To mercenaries who jumped into mercenary work to make a living, there was nothing more important than money except life.
    

    
      Furthermore, the request hasn't even ended yet.
    

    
      These are colleagues I have a high possibility of encountering even after the request ends.
    

    
      If I can leave a debt not only to the colleagues but even to other mercenaries through this matter, there is nothing bad about it.
    

    
      I did not want to experience being chased by mercenaries ever again.
    

    
      “Are you really okay with that? If you claim ownership, we have nothing to say either.”
    

    
      That is how much Lawrence made a profound contribution to catching the Bugbear.
    

    
      Shadow Spear was a formidable power no one could imitate.
    

    
      “It is fine. It is true that everyone combined strength to catch it. Didn't I collapse too after using magic? If everyone hadn't protected me then, the worst thing could have happened.”
    

    
      It is not the time to be played by a few pennies seen in front of eyes.
    

    
      No matter how good money is, that is a story for when life is attached.
    

    
      When I spoke with a slight smile, the awkward atmosphere melted away.
    

    
      “As expected of Lawrence!”
    

    
      As if saying I spoke well, Isolde ruffled Lawrence's hair wildly.
    

    
      “I like it.”
    

    
      “A wizard isn't something just anyone becomes.”
    

    
      This is the correct choice.
    

    
      Lawrence was satisfied with the appearance of colleagues laughing and chatting.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Leaving behind a few victims, the first request received in the swamp came to an end.
    

    
      Fortunately, there were no big incidents after arriving at Randall Ranch.
    

    
      No problems occurred in the consultation with the merchant buying cattle either.
    

    
      For now, the injured received treatment primarily at Randall Ranch.
    

    
      Although it was treatment at the level of roughly applying medicine and wrapping bandages, they would still be able to endure until returning to the village.
    

    
      The path returning to Remington Village after finishing the request was much easier compared to when entering the swamp.
    

    
      There was no need to stand constant guard, and since we weren't moving with a cattle herd either, there were no incidents of jaguars rushing in.
    

    
      Looking closely, since we sent other mercenaries back first, it was natural that our steps were relatively light.
    

    
      “It's seen over there. It's Remington Village.”
    

    
      “This request was sickeningly long too. Now I can live somewhat like a human.”
    

    
      It has been nearly two months since accepting Mufola's request and departing for the swamp.
    

    
      I never dreamed the finally returned Remington Village would feel this welcome.
    

    
      “Is there anyone going to report to the guild?”
    

    
      “Something like this should be done by the leader.”
    

    
      “I pass. My younger sibling is waiting.”
    

    
      Younger sibling?
    

    
      Isolde gathered her two hands together as if asking for understanding.
    

    
      “I know. I asked if there is anyone to go together.”
    

    
      “I will go. Because there are a few things I want to ask.”
    

    
      Lawrence took a step forward.
    

    
      The boy is also tired. But if Balic, a Silver Plaque mercenary, is by my side, I might be able to hear a bit more information.
    

    
      “Then this is goodbye here.”
    

    
      “You suffered a lot for this request too.”
    

    
      “Let's see each other again next time. Lawrence will stay here for the time being too, right?”
    

    
      “I think probably so.”
    

    
      There is the matter of the lost Holy Land too.
    

    
      I had to ask Ignatius this and that at the monastery.
    

    
      Even if I think of going on a pilgrimage, if the Holy Land is inside the swamp, it was self-evident that I would stay at St. Dominic Monastery for the time being.
    

    
      “That is good news. Let's do a job together next time too.”
    

    
      “We usually stay at the Remington Inn. If you ever feel like it, come find us.”
    

    
      “Understood. It would be good if we could do that again. I will be hoping the Goddess's blessing is with everyone.”
    

    
      “Haha. Right. May the Goddess's blessing be with Lawrence too.”
    

    
      The three people who waved their hands playfully disappeared into the quiet street.
    

    
      Lawrence headed to the Mercenary Guild with Balic.
    

    
      Perhaps because there are few customers using it during the day, the front of the reception desk was empty.
    

    
      The one in the seat is that receptionist from back then.
    

    
      When our gazes met, he pretended to know Lawrence and spoke to him.
    

    
      “You suffered a lot, Mr. Lawrence. I heard the story from the mercenaries who returned first. I heard you encountered Bugbears?”
    

    
      “It seems rumors have spread already. Thanks to that, it wasn't that smooth.”
    

    
      I never knew it would be like this from the first request received after coming to the swamp.
    

    
      “Lawrence is seen. And it seems I am not seen.”
    

    
      “Ahaha. Isn't Mr. Balic always reassuring? Mr. Gawud said so. That he owes his life thanks to you.”
    

    
      As if saying it hurts his mouth to speak, the receptionist continued slyly.
    

    
      “But since there are still five more life debts left, there was also a message asking you to keep up the good work.”
    

    
      “I should have just let him die. That bastard is always all talk.”
    

    
      I could know just from the tone that those words were not sincere.
    

    
      Balic received a wooden tablet from the receptionist.
    

    
      It is the very wooden tablet he wrote on when registering as a mercenary.
    

    
      I wondered why he received this, but he began to write the content regarding this request on the wooden tablet.
    

    
      “After finishing a request, you can submit a report. When you are a Wood Plaque or Copper Plaque, you often just skip it because you don't know well or because it's annoying. But since the report connects to the guild's track record, it is better to write it even if a day or two late.”
    

    
      “If you want to raise your rank quickly, please use it often. Although there are cases where clients submit reports even if not necessarily mercenaries, such cases aren't very many. It doesn't matter if you don't know how to write. At any branch, if you request the receptionist, we will write it for you.”
    

    
      Come to think of it, I remember hearing it.
    

    
      Surely Lionel said he would submit the report to the guild instead?
    

    
      “What happens if I write falsely?”
    

    
      “You do not have to worry about that point. We go through a procedure to confirm if the content written in the report is true. If it is revealed to be written falsely, various disadvantages will be given. In severe cases, we can even revoke the mercenary qualification.”
    

    
      Minimum safety devices are what the guild must do.
    

    
      As if each branch is making an effort, the receptionist held a smile.
    

    
      “First of all, the mercenaries who returned first wrote and submitted reports. You do not have to write the earlier story in detail.”
    

    
      “Then I just need to focus on the return trade story after that.”
    

    
      As the request period was long, there is also a lot of content to write.
    

    
      While Balic was writing the report, the receptionist took something out from the desk.
    

    
      “You can say it is the proper function of the report. Mr. Lawrence. Congratulations on being promoted to a Copper Plaque mercenary.”
    

    
      “Like this immediately?”
    

    
      It is a copper plaque with Lawrence's name engraved.
    

    
      It is as the colleagues said. Whether thanks to the performance shown in this request, I became a Copper Plaque from a Wood Plaque in a single breath.
    

    
      “That means the expectation the guild places on Mr. Lawrence is large. From now on, you can receive a few more requests, and you can also receive that much more compensation.”
    

    
      “Considering your performance shown in this request, it is a natural result.”
    

    
      Balic, who was writing the report, also chimed in.
    

    
      At his remark where trust could be felt, the receptionist asked.
    

    
      “By the way, is it true that he killed a Bugbear in one shot?”
    

    
      “It was a magnificent blow. That day was the first time I knew magic was that strong. Even if you bring any mercenary currently active in the swamp, killing a Bugbear in one shot is impossible. But the one who accomplished that is Lawrence right here.”
    

    
      Balic patted Lawrence's shoulder.
    

    
      At his attitude as if humility was unnecessary, the boy felt his face becoming slightly hot.
    

    
      “Originally, a confirmation procedure is needed, but if it is Mr. Balic's words, there is no need to confirm. In the first place, currently, there is no one inside the village who doesn't know. I never knew Mr. Lawrence could use such strong magic.”
    

    
      “Isn't he a wizard active as a mercenary? Naturally, he must be active as a mercenary because he has something to rely on. Isn't that right, Lawrence?”
    

    
      “Since it's all praise, I don't know what I should say. Still, this time things just went well. No matter how strong magic is, if I can't hit, it is meaningless. If Balic and other colleagues hadn't drawn the Bugbear's attention, it would have been dangerous.”
    

    
      I didn't catch it alone.
    

    
      It was a possible feat because everyone was there.
    

    
      Strength went into Balic's hand on the shoulder.
    

    
      “You say the obvious thing. Because we trusted you, we also fought in front risking our lives. There is no ally as precious as a colleague to whom you can entrust your back.”
    

    
      The report submitted to the guild is soon a track record.
    

    
      With this remark acknowledging everyone's contribution, I hoped even a little benefit would return to the colleagues.
    

    
      “Besides that, Lawrence used various magic. He handled a whip of fire, and at night he floated an orb of light brightening the darkness.”
    

    
      “It was in the report. More than other things, could you tell me exactly what that orb of light is? Listening to the story, they say if that is used, the swamp's bugs don't gather….”
    

    
      Lawrence shared a long conversation with the receptionist.
    

    
      For now, I continued the story within a line where my bottom line wasn't revealed as much as possible. Because apart from the request, I didn't consider revealing everything to the guild a good idea.
    

    
      Above all, a wizard is mysticism.
    

    
      The reason people fear wizards is because they know little.
    

    
      Ten out of ten. They have never seen magic, and furthermore, they don't even know what kind of existence a wizard is.
    

    
      A wizard is an existence that appears only in old-fashioned stories.
    

    
      If I become famous, cases of being aimed at from behind might decrease that much, but conversely, the possibility of aiming for this also couldn't be ruled out.
    

    
      There is still a long way to go.
    

    
      “I see. From now on, nomination requests will also come in. The track record of killing a Bugbear in one shot. Up to magic useful in the swamp. I think your ransom will rise a lot for a while.”
    

    
      “Nomination request?”
    

    
      “Yes. It is a special request nominating a mercenary individual. Generally, one has to be about Silver Plaque to be sought. But since Mr. Lawrence is a special case.”
    

    
      Compared to general requests, the track record rising is different, the receptionist said with shining eyes.
    

    
      “Thank you for your words, but I intend not to accept requests for the time being.”
    

    
      I came back after living in the swamp for almost two months.
    

    
      Right now, I missed a comfortable bed and warm water more than anything else.
    

    
      “We also intend to rest for the time being.”
    

    
      Balic is the same. He doesn't say it, but he must be soaked in fatigue just like Lawrence.
    

    
      “I understand. When you become active again, I hope you will tell us without burden anytime.”
    

    
      Did he think there is no need to hurry?
    

    
      The receptionist bowed his head, maintaining a polite business smile.
    

    

  Chapter 36: Chapter 36

    
      Chapter 36 : The mercenary of the east (2)
    

    
      St. Dominic Monastery was in the same state as always.
    

    
      Only dust and dirty sand blew everywhere.
    

    
      It was impossible to tell where the grounds began and ended.
    

    
      In the place where a back garden should be, only dirty sediment was piled high.
    

    
      A sister sighed while leaning on a broom.
    

    
      The reason was obvious. Surely she had finished cleaning once, but for some reason, the scenery hadn't changed at all.
    

    
      Facing it like this anew, one could feel that manpower wasn't the problem.
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you. It has been a long time, Sister Irene.”
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you. Welcome, Brother Lawrence.”
    

    
      I had been away from the monastery for quite a long time.
    

    
      Fortunately, it seems she hasn't forgotten the boy's name yet.
    

    
      “By the way, for what matter did these people come together with you?”
    

    
      “It is modest, but it is a gift prepared for the monastery.”
    

    
      Lawrence clapped his hands.
    

    
      Laborers who followed from the village began to put down items one by one.
    

    
      “Oh my. It is water?”
    

    
      Checking the water contained in wooden barrels, Irene's face brightened.
    

    
      “The water price was expensive in the dry season. I bought it because I thought you would have many worries one way or another.”
    

    
      As expected, it was a good decision to buy it after deliberation.
    

    
      The compensation that came into Lawrence's hands after finishing this request was a large enough amount to afford a moment of indulgence.
    

    
      After finishing a hearty meal and snacks in the village returned to after a long time.
    

    
      On the way back in a good mood, I encountered a merchant group that came to sell water.
    

    
      As places to obtain water are limited in the dry season.
    

    
      It seemed the merchant group stopped by periodically to sell clean water.
    

    
      The merchant group was quite large in scale.
    

    
      There were as many as four wagons that entered the village.
    

    
      According to what I heard, they came from Marquis Raynald's territory.
    

    
      It wasn't a neighboring region, but a distance that took nearly two months by wagon from the swamp.
    

    
      Maybe if it was when I first arrived at the swamp.
    

    
      But Lawrence learned how precious water is while doing the Ulbaniero's request with mercenaries.
    

    
      I am currently staying at the monastery as a guest anyway.
    

    
      Naturally, let alone accommodation fees, I am not paying for food or water either.
    

    
      Love and mercy are the basic ideologies of the Holy Cross Order.
    

    
      No. Before that, shouldn't a person have a sense of shame?
    

    
      As I had worked as an employee at St. Charmant Monastery.
    

    
      I knew well that the monastery's finances were not that good.
    

    
      Furthermore, the people living in Ulbazar Swamp believed in the indigenous faith worshipping spirits.
    

    
      The wallet condition only becomes thick when there are many believers.
    

    
      Even without knowing for sure, donations or sponsorships must be coming in sparsely.
    

    
      That was the reason Lawrence bought water in large quantities.
    

    
      Of course, this is also entirely because I can afford it.
    

    
      Since the compensation received from this request is more than I thought, I could sufficiently handle this level of expenditure.
    

    
      Considering that I will be indebted while staying at the monastery in the future too, it was rather cheap.
    

    
      “Thank you for moving it here.”
    

    
      I convey words of gratitude to the laborers who moved the water to the monastery.
    

    
      Although not that much, the volume and weight of water are considerable, so it wasn't an amount that could be moved alone without using people.
    

    
      “Not at all. This is all work done for the Goddess. It is fortunate if it was helpful.”
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you. You suffer a lot in Ulbazar Swamp truly.”
    

    
      The merchant group's laborers smiled even while sweating.
    

    
      Looking now, perhaps because they aren't from the swamp, it seems everyone was a believer of the Holy Cross Order.
    

    
      “It is the same for everyone that it is hard. I hope the Goddess’s protection is with you for the remaining trade journey too.”
    

    
      “You suffered a lot. Please, may the Goddess’s protection be with you.”
    

    
      “To think you would even grant protection. Thank you. I understand a little why the Black Rose Merchant Group helps people in difficulty. Since I came anyway, I feel like I should pay a donation at least.”
    

    
      “Donations are received at the chapel. If it is okay, I will guide you right now.”
    

    
      The laborers hurriedly avoided her gaze.
    

    
      “Ahem! Since we have a busy path to go….”
    

    
      “Since we have to return quickly too…. Let's do the donation next time.”
    

    
      “That is a pity. I will be hoping you stop by without fail next time.”
    

    
      As if she knew it would be like that, Irene showed no sign of disappointment.
    

    
      Lawrence, having sent the laborers back, smiled awkwardly.
    

    
      Because while bringing it up might be easy, practicing it is always difficult.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Lawrence, having organized his luggage, looked for Ignatius.
    

    
      The Head Priest was presiding over mass in the chapel today as well.
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you. It is a relief to see you safe like this, Brother Lawrence.”
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you. I wonder if the Head Priest has been well too.”
    

    
      It is not words brought up out of courtesy.
    

    
      Ignatius, seen after a long time, was haggard somehow.
    

    
      “I am fine. It is fatigue that usually arises when a big event is ahead. Just in time, Brother Lawrence brought precious water, so most problems are resolved. Thank you.”
    

    
      “That is fortunate. The monastery will operate without trouble only if the Priest is healthy.”
    

    
      It is a small monastery anyway.
    

    
      Just bringing clean water seems to have been a big help.
    

    
      “It seems the request you went on ended well.”
    

    
      “Yes. I went to the inner part of the swamp with the Ulbaniero. It was the first long-term request I undertook, but thanks to the Goddess’s protection, I could return safely.”
    

    
      It was a request where I gained a lot in various ways.
    

    
      Needless to speak of the compensation aspect, the connection between people.
    

    
      Above all, obtaining information about the swamp was a big harvest.
    

    
      “That is a relief. This must also be thanks to Brother Lawrence serving the Goddess with a sincere heart usually.”
    

    
      By the way, Ignatius changed the subject.
    

    
      “Seeing you come find me immediately like this after the request ended, it seems there is something you wish for help with.”
    

    
      “Like those words, I came because there is something I want to ask.”
    

    
      I don't bother bringing up other stories.
    

    
      I knew from experience that Ignatius is a busy person.
    

    
      “Actually, I am looking for a lost Holy Land.”
    

    
      “Lost Holy Land, you say?”
    

    
      “Yes. Guessing from the words that there is a pilgrimage route. Is there perhaps a Holy Land in the swamp? A lost Holy Land is difficult for believers' steps to reach, I mean.”
    

    
      I ask carefully.
    

    
      Actually, I cannot say that buying water from the merchant group today didn't have this calculating aspect.
    

    
      “I do not know if I can give the information you want.”
    

    
      “Even a small clue is fine. I will look for the rest myself after that.”
    

    
      “It is not that I do not know. Rather, the problem is that I know the lost Holy Land Brother is looking for too well.”
    

    
      Ignatius made a bitter smile.
    

    
      “I do not know if Brother knows, but the climate of Ulbazar Swamp is largely divided into dry season and rainy season.”
    

    
      “I heard the story. That now, when dry days like this continue, is the dry season. And those days when it rains without resting for a single day are the rainy season.”
    

    
      “If you know, the story will be easy. As you said, Ulbazar Swamp is currently in the dry season. In the dry season, as you can see, a terrible drought continues across the entire swamp. The ground cracks and the swamp dries up, so difficult days continue even for animals and plants. Generally, from November to April is treated as the dry season. In this period, there is no way to enter the lost Holy Land.”
    

    
      “May I ask what you mean by that?”
    

    
      He continued speaking.
    

    
      “Precisely, it is a suicidal act. The lost Holy Land is in the deepest part of the Bugbear's nest. Roughly estimating, close to hundreds of Bugbears live there. How could one penetrate their nest and arrive at the Holy Land?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Hundreds.
    

    
      Lawrence was lost for words at the number with a distant unit.
    

    
      Suddenly, the lost Holy Land of the Spider Forest came to mind.
    

    
      Come to think of it, that place was also a habitat of Forest Spiders.
    

    
      Even an individual appearing to be their queen had made a nest in the Holy Land.
    

    
      If the lost Holy Land of Ulbazar Swamp is also in such a state.
    

    
      Ignatius's words were not strange.
    

    
      “Then you mean a way appears during the rainy season.”
    

    
      “That is correct. From June to October is the rainy season. It is convenient to think that the swamp transforms into a wetland. As rain starts to fall, life begins to sprout on the dried earth, and water overflows everywhere in the swamp. And that is the same for the Bugbear's nest too.”
    

    
      Hearing the explanation up to there, Lawrence also realized what he meant.
    

    
      During the rainy season, the Bugbear's nest where the lost Holy Land is becomes submerged in water.
    

    
      In other words, the story is that they empty the nest and move to another place.
    

    
      Even if there is no way during the dry season.
    

    
      During the rainy season, a path to the lost Holy Land can be secured.
    

    
      However, if the nest fills with water, people won't be able to pass through that place either.
    

    
      But there was a story that came to mind.
    

    
      “River where water drains.”
    

    
      It is the water path created only in the rainy season that Isolde spoke of.
    

    
      “You know. If the nest becomes full of water, Bugbears also have no choice but to move their location unavoidably. To go to the lost Holy Land, there is no other way but to aim for that time and use the river where water drains.”
    

    
      Lawrence rested his chin on his hand.
    

    
      Summarizing the story, it means one cannot go to the lost Holy Land now, which is the dry season.
    

    
      June when the rainy season starts.
    

    
      I have to stay at the monastery for at least a few more months and wait for rain to fall.
    

    
      “The problem is a guide to guide the path to the swamp's deep part. Because it is too dangerous, it will be difficult to find a guide who will step forward readily with just compensation.”
    

    
      “I understand that the pilgrimage route was originally climbed by the pilgrim alone. Is it okay to receive help from another person?”
    

    
      “Think of it as an exception. It is not any other place but a pilgrimage route heading to a lost Holy Land. Furthermore, it is in the deep part of the swamp. Without a guide's help, I assert that it is impossible to even go near.”
    

    
      As if the matter was serious, Ignatius had a stiff expression.
    

    
      “It can't be helped. First, I have to find a guide.”
    

    
      “For now, I will also try to find a volunteer among the believers.”
    

    
      “But seeing you know this in detail, it seems there was someone who entered the lost Holy Land through this method.”
    

    
      Whether the guide matter, or.
    

    
      When looking at the content of the advice, it was familiar somehow.
    

    
      “Yes. There were a few people.”
    

    
      “Among them, was Pilgrim Renald perhaps included?”
    

    
      Lawrence spoke that name after a long time.
    

    
      “When I saw the letter, I wondered if perhaps. As expected, you had a connection with Brother Renald.”
    

    
      “Yes. I was indebted a little.”
    

    
      It is not something worth hiding.
    

    
      The boy confessed what happened at St. Charmant Monastery.
    

    
      “That is a relief. That Brother Renald is safe…. Even among pilgrims I have seen, there was no one who climbed the pilgrimage route as scarily as that person.”
    

    
      “Scarily? It is true that Renald has rough speech, but he is a person with not an inch of falsehood in his heart toward the Goddess.”
    

    
      “I do not doubt Brother Renald's piety either. However, the method that person climbs the pilgrimage route is, how should I say…. A little. No, it was a difficult method to respect a lot.”
    

    
      Was there something bothersome?
    

    
      If Lawrence's memory is correct, the journey climbed with Renald might have been hard, but there was nothing uncomfortable or reckless.
    

    
      Is it only that?
    

    
      He even taught Lawrence, who came out to the world, what to do one by one.
    

    
      Leaving aside kindness.
    

    
      “Brother must not know. What kind of method the pilgrimage route Brother Renald climbs is.”
    

    
      “It seems there is a bit of difference from the method I know.”
    

    
      “Then it sounds like saying he has become okay now. Indeed, it has already been 3 years since Brother Renald stopped by here. Surely the Goddess must have looked after him.”
    

    
      3 years is before Renald arrived at St. Charmant Monastery.
    

    
      “Brother Renald whom I watched by the side seemed to wish for martyrdom exactly. He acted so recklessly that I couldn't bear to watch.”
    

    
      “If the Holy Cross Brother Renald possessed was white, I would have stopped his pilgrimage route any number of times.”
    

    
      Ignatius, gathering two hands together, sought the Goddess.
    

    
      “It seems Renald also possessed a Black Holy Cross.”
    

    
      “You must not have known? That Brother Renald's method can be accepted is entirely thanks to the Black Holy Cross. Because a monastery in the borderland has no choice but to listen to that unreasonableness somewhat.”
    

    
      “Was it that severe? The unreasonableness Renald employed.”
    

    
      “It is not particularly strange for a pilgrim to enter the path of martyrdom. However, I assert there is no pilgrim who climbs the pilgrimage route wishing for martyrdom. In the first place, if there was such intention, it isn't even recognized as martyrdom.”
    

    
      In short, the story is that Renald climbed the pilgrimage route looking for a place to die.
    

    
      “That Renald…. It is hard to believe.”
    

    
      I really cannot believe it.
    

    
      “Seeing Brother Lawrence's reaction, I feel more relieved. It is fortunate. Brother Renald seems to have finally found what he wished for on the pilgrimage route.”
    

    
      Is it really so?
    

    
      If it is as Ignatius said, the Renald Lawrence knows and the Renald who visited Ulbazar Swamp were good enough to be called almost different people.
    

    
      3 years since leaving St. Dominic Monastery.
    

    
      What on earth happened in those 3 years for him to change?
    

    
      “Personally, if you want to know more, please visit St. Sophia Temple in Marquis Raynald's territory. It is the place where Priest Benedict is. I heard that Pilgrim Renald is from there.”
    

    
      “St. Sophia Temple of Marquis Raynald's territory. Thank you for telling me. If an opportunity comes next time, I will visit without fail.”
    

    
      Let's remember without forgetting.
    

    
      I don't know when it will be, but considering future events, I see it isn't bad to visit once.
    

    
      If it is about the level of a temple, the probability that they possess a lot of information regarding lost Holy Lands was also high.
    

    
      “There is still some period left until the rainy season. If possible, I want to be indebted to the monastery until then.”
    

    
      “Providing a place for a pilgrim to rest is the monastery's role. Please stay comfortably. Since many things change in the swamp of the dry season and rainy season, I hope you adapt slowly.”
    

    
      The swamp of the dry season and the swamp of the rainy season are different.
    

    
      It is a story I heard continuously even during the request.
    

    
      I don't know how Ulbazar Swamp will change, but I hoped it wouldn't change too greatly.
    

    
      I only just adapted to the swamp.
    

    
      Because if the swamp's environment changes suddenly, it was obvious another adaptation period would be needed.
    

    
      Was it because I returned after finishing a long request?
    

    
      That night, Lawrence could dream of the Astral World after a long time.
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      Lawrence realized he had reached the Astral World.
    

    
      He felt refreshed after a long time.
    

    
      The heat and humidity that used to cling tenaciously were not felt at all.
    

    
      A perfectly refreshed mind and body.
    

    
      As if whispering how terrible the swamp's environment was, it was hard to suppress the bitter smile leaking out weakly.
    

    
      The place the dream of the Astral World guided him to this time was desolate.
    

    
      Did I climb up to a place with high altitude?
    

    
      Around the mountain where rocks continued, hazy clouds filled the air.
    

    
      Beyond the clouds, several mountain peaks danced.
    

    
      Taking that as scenery, nameless birds flying slowly were seen.
    

    
      Wherever I looked, cliffs and precipices embroidered the view.
    

    
      The strong wind blowing occasionally blurred my eyes.
    

    
      Because the slope was steep, it was safe to say there was no path down.
    

    
      The narrow path merely points up the mountain.
    

    
      Lawrence, having looked around for a moment, began to climb the rocky mountain.
    

    
      The path heading to the summit was extremely rough.
    

    
      The slope was steep and narrow crevices repeatedly caught his steps.
    

    
      There were places where he had to climb walls riding trees and bedrock.
    

    
      There were even moments where he encountered dizzying situations after a misstep.
    

    
      The natural fortress made by nature was just busy rejecting people.
    

    
      However, constant effort soon bore fruit.
    

    
      On the summit of the rocky mountain Lawrence reached, beautiful vegetation bloomed as if denying the desolate scenery that had continued until now.
    

    
      What harmony was it that the weather became cozy.
    

    
      Matching that, butterflies and bees frolicked with the vegetation as a background.
    

    
      A scenery that looked like Dragon's Valley and Fairy's Meadow mixed together.
    

    
      Lawrence's gaze was stolen by the view where strange familiarity was felt.
    

    
      Catching his breath, he was looking for a neighbor who might be somewhere.
    

    
      The thing that appeared suddenly showed off a truly playful majesty.
    

    
      Playful majesty?
    

    
      I did not misspeak.
    

    
      Wherever one looked, the guy had an appearance close to a child's toy.
    

    
      A pumpkin face that looked like a child playfully put it together.
    

    
      Stubby hands and feet that suited the expression of kneaded bread.
    

    
      The toddling appearance even gave a comical feeling.
    

    
      It feels like laughter would burst out inadvertently.
    

    
      However, soon Lawrence froze along with the laughter.
    

    
      Big.
    

    
      Ridiculously big.
    

    
      Not only did the earth's axis shake as the guy got closer.
    

    
      But a vibration that felt like the rocky mountain would collapse shook the ground.
    

    
      The identity of the toy was a mud giant mimicking a Jack-o'-lantern.
    

    
      “Excuse me…?”
    

    
      Perhaps it might be a neighbor of the Astral World.
    

    
      To the boy's expectation, the mud giant answered with a fist.
    

    
      Kung!
    

    
      Literally, the earth shook.
    

    
      This isn't a joke.
    

    
      Lawrence, coming to his senses at that single blow, began to run across the meadow.
    

    
      Whether legs are heavy.
    

    
      Whether arms won't go up.
    

    
      It is not the time to be mouthing whining sounds.
    

    
      If I didn't want to die, I had to move my feet hurriedly.
    

    
      But strangely, footsteps do not approach.
    

    
      Gasping for breath, I looked back and saw the mud giant waddling towards me from far away.
    

    
      Slow.
    

    
      Ridiculously slow.
    

    
      It is so slow that it seems it would take half a day to come here.
    

    
      At that appearance, Lawrence, regaining composure, regulated his breathing.
    

    
      There is no need to think hurriedly.
    

    
      If the opponent is big and slow, there is no need to fear.
    

    
      “Shadow Spear.”
    

    
      The process happened in an instant.
    

    
      The first spear is for grabbing the ankle.
    

    
      I ejected the Shadow Spear to check the mud giant's strength as well.
    

    
      Kwararak!
    

    
      The mud giant's body collapsed at a single blow.
    

    
      Unable to endure even one hit, the huge body fell over.
    

    
      Soil splashes roughly.
    

    
      The completely smashed mud giant could not move anymore.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Something was strange.
    

    
      It is an existence met in the Astral World, not the Material World.
    

    
      It wasn't a normal monster either, so falling to a single hit of Shadow Spear was hard to accept easily.
    

    
      And that anxiety hit the mark.
    

    
      Fragments of the mud giant began to wiggle, and soon the guys transformed into small mud dolls jumped toward Lawrence.
    

    
      “Fire Tail!”
    

    
      The whip of fire burns.
    

    
      Whenever the flames embroidered the ground, the mud dolls returned to soil.
    

    
      A level where they break immediately upon touching the fire set by Fire Tail.
    

    
      Compared to a while ago, it feels like the strength became weaker instead.
    

    
      But the real fear was cast after that.
    

    
      The fragments burned thoroughly transformed into mud dolls again.
    

    
      Smaller.
    

    
      More swiftly.
    

    
      Now, the speed had become fast enough to approach right under the nose in the blink of an eye.
    

    
      It is fine. I can still follow.
    

    
      Responding to Lawrence's will, the Fire Tail became faster as well.
    

    
      This is also thanks to precise control becoming possible while processing requests.
    

    
      Burning flames make a wall.
    

    
      Running fire caught the mud dolls' feet.
    

    
      Even so, they do not stop.
    

    
      If broken, they get up, and if collapsed, they repeat proliferation.
    

    
      It was when I drove away close to dozens, hundreds of mud dolls.
    

    
      Suddenly, their movements stopped.
    

    
      Did I finally suppress the mud dolls?
    

    
      No. That is not it.
    

    
      After a time close to an instant passed.
    

    
      A girl with purple hair riding a broom came down from the sky.
    

    
      Following her hand gesture, the mud dolls scattered.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      A white cloak fluttered in the wind.
    

    
      She was a girl with a cute appearance rather than pretty.
    

    
      Even if her age is old, wouldn't it be similar to Lawrence?
    

    
      For now, hostility is not felt.
    

    
      It feels like I finally met a neighbor of the Astral World with whom communication is possible.
    

    
      “I apologize for causing a disturbance.”
    

    
      I do not forget polite language.
    

    
      Just because the appearance looks young, I shouldn't believe that as it is.
    

    
      The girl before my eyes is a neighbor of the Astral World.
    

    
      There was no guarantee that her actual age would be young too.
    

    
      To show minimum sincerity, Lawrence withdrew the Fire Tail.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The girl has no words.
    

    
      The broom gets closer.
    

    
      She approached the boy's side without a word, then soon started sniffing, sniff sniff.
    

    
      “Wh-what is it?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      An answer does not return.
    

    
      Swallowing the embarrassment at the girl's action of thrusting her face first was brief. 
    

    
      Lawrence pulled his collar and sniffed.
    

    
      Perhaps only he doesn't know.
    

    
      Maybe sweat smell seeped into the body while climbing the rocky mountain.
    

    
      However, no smell comes.
    

    
      It won't smell. Lawrence is sensitive to smells anyway.
    

    
      Whenever time to rest arose, I never neglected soaking my body in warm water and washing.
    

    
      I invested less than half a day in climbing.
    

    
      I didn't live a dirty life enough to smell bad.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Lawrence pushed away the girl clinging tenaciously.
    

    
      To speak honestly, it is not a bad feeling.
    

    
      But at the same time, the thought that I wanted to keep a distance occurred.
    

    
      Because the appearance of other mercenaries obsessed with women was vivid.
    

    
      Be careful of alcohol and women.
    

    
      It was content also in the Order's teachings.
    

    
      Even dedicating myself only to magic, time was lacking, so there was no room to turn my eyes to other things.
    

    
      “Excuse me…. I am called Lawrence.”
    

    
      A woman with a strange sense of distance.
    

    
      When I pushed her away again, the girl stared at Lawrence without a word.
    

    
      She suddenly pulled her own cloak with her hand.
    

    
      I don't know what she is doing.
    

    
      As I stared blankly, she took something out.
    

    
      A black colored mask.
    

    
      The splendidly decorated mask was familiar somewhere.
    

    
      “Ah…!”
    

    
      The Witch of the West seen in Dragon's Valley.
    

    
      The splendid mask and cloak that were hanging on the empty broom.
    

    
      Back then, there was no owner of the cloak, but now there was that owner.
    

    
      The fact that the cloak's color is different might be them showing courtesy in their own way.
    

    
      “Were you perhaps the person who was present when Veles climbed on the journey?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      For the first time, a smile hung on the girl's lips.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      She guided Lawrence to the center of the rocky mountain.
    

    
      A gentle slope.
    

    
      What appeared beyond the beautiful vegetation were colorful rocks.
    

    
      It is different from the scenery of the dry rocky mountain that continued until now.
    

    
      Nameless fireflies shone with colorful lights.
    

    
      Following the light the fireflies created, a giant tree touching the sky appeared.
    

    
      Lanterns resembling Jack-o'-lanterns hung below the branches.
    

    
      The surprising thing is whether the giant tree with windows and doors is alive without dying.
    

    
      On the branches stretching toward the sky, fresh green leaves were full.
    

    
      This giant tree seems to be the nest where the girl stays.
    

    
      Around the tree, objects showing traces of life were seen.
    

    
      A cauldron containing some unknown liquid.
    

    
      On the table, all sorts of medicinal ingredients and reagent bottles were full.
    

    
      There were also medicinal herb roots and grass that looked like they were gathered from the meadow.
    

    
      I suppress curiosity.
    

    
      The girl is already waiting for him in front of the door.
    

    
      Lawrence entered the giant tree with her.
    

    
      The inside of the house was more comfortable than expected.
    

    
      A living room wide enough not to be taken in at a glance.
    

    
      Using the living giant tree as furniture as it is, and on the ceiling and floor, bugs crawling with tree trunks as friends were seen.
    

    
      They are different from the pests met in the swamp.
    

    
      Their appearance is ordinary, and they don't give a dirty feeling either.
    

    
      Is this what living in harmony with nature means?
    

    
      The flame of the fireplace rises quietly.
    

    
      On the table, the aforementioned reagent bottles and medicinal herbs were seen.
    

    
      That smell was familiar somehow.
    

    
      It seems the identity of the smell seeped into the girl's body was these things.
    

    
      She offered tea with a blue tint to Lawrence.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      The girl answered with a small smile.
    

    
      As if saying it is okay, she brought the tea to her mouth first.
    

    
      Just in case, I was watching the situation carefully.
    

    
      Now I am certain.
    

    
      It seems she cannot speak.
    

    
      Lawrence, inadvertently lifting the teacup, paused for a moment.
    

    
      It was because Acheron's warning came to mind.
    

    
      If you touch food of the Astral World, you end up bound to the Astral World.
    

    
      Not eating the fruit the spirit offered in Dragon's Valley was for such a reason.
    

    
      The girl, looking at Lawrence contemplating with the teacup for a moment, stood up from the seat and went upstairs.
    

    
      A moment later. In her hand coming down to the 1st floor again, a staff emitting bright light was held.
    

    
      From the staff embroidering the void, sparkling clusters of light flowed out.
    

    
      That resembled exactly the fireflies making the giant tree beautiful.
    

    
      The light clusters soon formed letters.
    

    
      「It is okay to drink.」
    

    
      I can read it.
    

    
      They are letters seen for the first time, but I understood what they said.
    

    
      Confirming that communication is possible, Lawrence's face brightened.
    

    
      “I heard if one eats food of the Astral World, one becomes bound to the Astral World.”
    

    
      「That is a story for when the physical body is in the Astral World.」
    

    
      In other words, does it mean it is okay right now while dreaming?
    

    
      Thinking about it, at the time I was in Dragon's Valley, Lawrence directly crossed the rift and went over to the Astral World.
    

    
      I heard the words 'shape of the soul' from Acheron for the first time too.
    

    
      Unlike a dream, I was staying in an Astral World from which I did not wake up.
    

    
      「If you are anxious, it is okay not to drink.」
    

    
      But it is hard to deny the one in a million possibility.
    

    
      Just because it is goodwill doesn't mean all goodwill is the same.
    

    
      Lawrence learned from Acheron what a neighbor's goodwill is.
    

    
      That is different from the goodwill the boy knows well.
    

    
      The contemplation was short.
    

    
      I put the teacup back down.
    

    
      Let's act cautiously.
    

    
      There was no need to cross a dangerous path unnecessarily.
    

    
      As if she didn't particularly mind, the girl wrote down letters.
    

    
      「Aurele tea.」
    

    
      Aurele.
    

    
      A familiar name was mentioned.
    

    
      She showed green grass with many fine leaves like thorns.
    

    
      It really is Aurele.
    

    
      Unusually, the girl was holding the root part which has poison.
    

    
      “There is poison in Aurele's root.”
    

    
      「Poison and medicine have a paper-thin difference.」
    

    
      Depending on usage, poison can become medicine too.
    

    
      Lawrence understood the meaning contained in the girl's words.
    

    
      「Aurele is a medicinal herb familiar to us. It is good to know.」
    

    
      “Do you mean it is good for wizards?”
    

    
      「Right. It helps in managing mana.」
    

    
      Indeed, offering tea must have been for such a reason.
    

    
      Because of fighting the mud giant, Lawrence's physical condition wasn't good.
    

    
      If the effect of Aurele tea is really like that, she prepared it thinking of the boy.
    

    
      I felt sorry for no reason.
    

    
      Since I refused the tea prepared on purpose.
    

    
      「Arwen.」
    

    
      “Arwen?”
    

    
      The girl pointed at herself with a finger.
    

    
      「Yes. Sisters call me the Witch of Scent.」
    

    
      I realized that was her name.
    

    
      “Ah…. I am Lawrence, Arwen.”
    

    
      「I know. Child who is loved, Lawrence.」
    

    
      Arwen held a slight smile.
    

    
      「Welcome to the Witch's Workshop.」
    

    
      It was a smile where unadorned goodwill was felt.
    

    
      Such sincere emotions are always burdensome to deal with.
    

    
      That might be because the boy experienced harsh storms.
    

    
      Lawrence, feeling embarrassed for no reason, stood up from the seat.
    

    
      Those steps naturally headed toward the table.
    

    
      Medicinal herbs and reagent bottles.
    

    
      The scent shimmering in the room all started from this spot.
    

    
      A sight that gives the feeling of handling magic no matter how you look at it.
    

    
      I was forgetting.
    

    
      A witch is also a wizard who handles magic.
    

    
      Then wouldn't this be an opportunity that came into my hands with difficulty?
    

    
      “Arwen. Could you perhaps teach me magic?”
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      What he learned from Acheron is the starting point of a wizard.
    

    
      The boy made ‘Ears to hear’ his own under the teaching of the last Guardian.
    

    
      If possible, other Cognitive Concepts.
    

    
      I wish I could learn ‘Nose to smell’ and ‘Mouth to convey’ too, but the situation is a bit different from Dragon's Valley.
    

    
      It is a rocky mountain I came to through a dream.
    

    
      It took a month just to obtain ‘Ears to hear’.
    

    
      If it is a meeting that ends with one time, the time was absurdly insufficient to learn Cognitive Concepts.
    

    
      Therefore, if I learn, it is magic.
    

    
      Fire and Shadow.
    

    
      Fire Tail and Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Finally, Shadow Light.
    

    
      The magic Lawrence can handle is only five.
    

    
      Right now, the absolute number of magic spells was insufficient.
    

    
      If I could learn magic from her….
    

    
      It might be a great help in finding the Holy Land of the swamp.
    

    
      「Magic?」
    

    
      Arwen, who was holding a teacup, looked at Lawrence.
    

    
      「Arwen is a witch. Lawrence is a wizard.」
    

    
      The letters made of light continued the words.
    

    
      「Witchcraft is magic permitted only to witches. Even if you are a child who is loved, crossing the wall isn't easy.」
    

    
      It is not magic that can be handled easily.
    

    
      Even at Arwen's assertion, Lawrence did not give up.
    

    
      “I want to see Witchcraft.”
    

    
      The boy has ‘Eyes to see’.
    

    
      The power to understand magic is the best weapon Lawrence possesses.
    

    
      The girl, who stared at the boy for a moment, nodded.
    

    
      「Okay. You just have to follow.」
    

    
      It is fine.
    

    
      Even if I don't understand, there is the Cognitive Concept as a second best plan.
    

    
      I won't be able to master everything while dreaming, but if I can at least grasp the knack, something will remain.
    

    
      Lawrence headed to the stairs with Arwen.
    

    
      Dark stairs where not a single point of light enters. Unlike the cleanly organized 1st floor, the stairs going down to the basement were blocked by thorn vines.
    

    
      As if welcoming the girl, the thorn vines split to the left and right.
    

    
      As the two people passed, the thorn vines spun webs again.
    

    
      A strange scent tickled the nose.
    

    
      As if driving away the darkness cast on the stairs, clusters of light gathered.
    

    
      Small clusters of light hovered around Arwen and guided the path.
    

    
      At the end of the stairs, a door tangled with tree roots was located.
    

    
      When the girl's hand touched it, the tree root door melted down like a lie.
    

    
      The underground space unfolded inside the door had a quite different atmosphere from the upper floor.
    

    
      Land within the land. The ground wiggles as if alive.
    

    
      Vegetation grown eating the giant tree's nutrients created a scenery close to a garden.
    

    
      Surely we didn't go down that much, but on the immensely high ceiling, earthen towers like giant reagent bottles rose upside down.
    

    
      Inside the earthen towers, liquids of different colors were contained respectively.
    

    
      The contents whose identity could not be known shone with mysterious colors.
    

    
      Liquid flowing from the ceiling poured down like shooting stars.
    

    
      Colorful starlight began to circle around her.
    

    
      「Arwen is the Witch of Scent. I embody mystery with the combination of scents.」
    

    
      Among the starlight, writing floated up.
    

    
      「Concentrate. Only then will you understand.」
    

    
      Arwen reached out her hand into the void.
    

    
      Clusters of light blended together.
    

    
      Colorful starlight was sucked into that grasp.
    

    
      A scent thick enough to be terrible kept rising.
    

    
      Should I say sweet, or should I say alluring.
    

    
      The starlight harbored different smells by color.
    

    
      Yellow, red, white….
    

    
      The gathered starlight was dyed from orange to flesh color again.
    

    
      White and black. Light and darkness.
    

    
      As if all these are two sides of the same coin, light repeated gathering and scattering.
    

    
      At that moment, Lawrence realized his misconception.
    

    
      This is not starlight.
    

    
      I relied too much on ‘Eyes to see’.
    

    
      Being dazzled by vivid colors, I missed the essence.
    

    
      The identity of the starlight was the scent she handled.
    

    
      The starlight that flowed like water began to take form.
    

    
      Dandelion seeds commonly seen on a journey.
    

    
      Arwen scattered the seeds of scent gathered in her hand.
    

    
      Seeds scattered riding the wind took root in the ground.
    

    
      Was the scenery of the rocky mountain summit also created like this?
    

    
      The blooming smell of grass.
    

    
      Sprouts difficult to count grew into vegetation.
    

    
      In front of the mystery the scent created, Lawrence ended up understanding.
    

    
      Arwen's Witchcraft was perfect.
    

    
      The unspeakable perfection was whispering that the boy could not reach this stage.
    

    
      Because Lawrence is not a witch.
    

    
      This is that kind of magic.
    

    
      I understood Witchcraft is such a mystery.
    

    
      However, this effort is not in vain.
    

    
      There is no need to try to handle Witchcraft perfectly.
    

    
      What is important is what I feel from the currently manifested mystery, and what I can learn.
    

    
      Lawrence paid attention to the change of shape.
    

    
      Scent that bore starlight.
    

    
      The scent took root in the ground and transformed into vegetation.
    

    
      I was certain that if I could apply this freely, a new path would open.
    

    
      However, once is not enough.
    

    
      To reach understanding, there was a need to see it many more times.
    

    
      “I apologize. Could you show me one more time?”
    

    
      Arwen stared at Lawrence intently.
    

    
      「Good attitude. Lawrence devotes himself to effort.」
    

    
      Starlight created by scent dances.
    

    
      It is not taking a shape. The starlight answering the girl's call transformed into a single streak of color and embroidered the white cloak.
    

    
      「This is Witchcraft handling scent.」
    

    
      The starlight dwelling in the cloak is blue.
    

    
      The cloak dyed with the blue scent soon eroded the hollow.
    

    
      Melting into it.
    

    
      Not only did the cloak turn blue, but even the surroundings exposed to the scent were swept away.
    

    
      Manifestation of mystery.
    

    
      Blue starlight began to form as numerous water droplets.
    

    
      Water droplets containing starlight.
    

    
      Being captivated by that beautiful scenery was brief.
    

    
      As the girl stepped lightly into a dance, water wet the dry earth.
    

    
      The rain created by starlight does not fall once and end.
    

    
      As if it won't stop as long as the scent remains, it gradually expanded its range.
    

    
      “It is truly amazing.”
    

    
      Lawrence voiced pure admiration.
    

    
      The sensation of rain falling on the head.
    

    
      Cold raindrops wetting the body were announcing the fact that this was not something like a trick but real.
    

    
      Magic that not only makes water droplets but makes it rain.
    

    
      If I could only learn this magic, I couldn't even guess how useful it would be in Ulbazar Swamp.
    

    
      Flower buds bloomed above Arwen and Lawrence's heads.
    

    
      Red flower buds receive the falling raindrops instead.
    

    
      The girl's dance changes.
    

    
      Red light mixed into the cloak where blue light flowed, and a purple light like her hair stretched out into the hollow.
    

    
      The rain, was dyed purple.
    

    
      Chiiiik.
    

    
      Something burning sound rang out.
    

    
      Smoke rises from the vegetation touched by purple raindrops.
    

    
      Acrid smell.
    

    
      Burning?
    

    
      No. Different.
    

    
      Under the falling raindrops, literally, the vegetation melted away.
    

    
      Water that spread life is conversely taking life away.
    

    
      Only the red flower buds protecting the two people could escape from that grievous scenery.
    

    
      By the time the girl's dance stopped, only a desolate scenery drifted in the hollow.
    

    
      「Can you cross over?」
    

    
      Granting life.
    

    
      Taking life away is also the essence of mystery.
    

    
      She asked if he could make this scenery his own.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      An answer was not needed.
    

    
      To reach understanding, there is no other way but to see and see again.
    

    
      Arwen, feeling Lawrence's firm will, nodded.
    

    
      「Arwen does not speak falsehood. If it is you, you will cross the wall.」
    

    
      Certainty dwelt in the girl's writing.
    

    
      She believes so and does not doubt. The starlight left a long, long trajectory.
    

    
      Observe as much magic as possible during the given time.
    

    
      Arwen dyed the white cloak with different colors each time.
    

    
      Depending on the scent dwelling in the cloak, the magic cast also changes.
    

    
      That was the reason she was wearing a white cloak.
    

    
      The problem is after all the white area of the cloak disappears.
    

    
      The turbidly mixed color was dyed with a pitch-black light.
    

    
      The cloak turned black, and only darkness, deep, deep darkness encroached on the hollow.
    

    
      Vegetation touched by darkness began to wither rapidly.
    

    
      Bleached leaves.
    

    
      Tree trunks drying and twisting.
    

    
      The scenery of the hollow drying up reminded of the swamp.
    

    
      It is not moisture escaping.
    

    
      A bizarre spectacle as if darkness is devouring the vegetation.
    

    
      Arwen's Witchcraft, projecting color onto scent that originally wouldn't be reflected in eyes, and controlling and regulating this as she wills, was truly amazing.
    

    
      So I realized.
    

    
      I was thinking wrongly.
    

    
      Just as mercenaries undertake requests relying on their one body.
    

    
      For a wizard too, mastering one's own magic is the basic of basics.
    

    
      “Shadow Light.”
    

    
      Shadow light, now familiar, rose into the void.
    

    
      I recall the engagement with the Bugbear.
    

    
      The power of Shadow Spear that was excessively strong.
    

    
      Complaint of extreme headache after a single magic exercise.
    

    
      I must not repeat such a mistake ever again.
    

    
      The immediate task is one.
    

    
      I had to be able to handle Shadow Spear unfolded under Shadow Light, both normal state and reinforced state, as I wanted.
    

    
      Be conscious.
    

    
      Magic is no different from moving the body.
    

    
      Be constantly conscious from before casting Shadow Spear.
    

    
      “Shadow Spear.”
    

    
      The first is a failure.
    

    
      A strange Shadow Spear neither normal nor reinforced was created.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear that looked half-baked scattered powerlessly.
    

    
      “Shadow Spear.”
    

    
      The second is also a failure.
    

    
      Being half-heartedly conscious, the Shadow Spear came out in a reinforced state.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Soon, the third chant.
    

    
      Finally, a Shadow Spear close to the normal state was created.
    

    
      Appearance.
    

    
      It is more perfect than the Shadow Spear usually cast.
    

    
      Burden felt in the chest.
    

    
      It is the same as normal Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Headache is not induced, and it feels like I can maintain it as much as I want.
    

    
      It could be a coincidence.
    

    
      Lawrence, having withdrawn the Shadow Spear, cast magic again.
    

    
      “Shadow Spear.”
    

    
      This time too, a Shadow Spear like the one a while ago appeared.
    

    
      Lawrence, who examined that appearance quietly, was certain.
    

    
      Now I can do it.
    

    
      The result of observing Arwen's Witchcraft several times.
    

    
      I could feel the ability controlling magic grew noticeably.
    

    
      “There is one thing I want to test.”
    

    
      Arwen affirmed without a word.
    

    
      Lawrence, slightly bowing his head to express gratitude, reached out his hand.
    

    
      “Shadow.”
    

    
      Not Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Shadow manifested in the darkness came up to the boy's hand.
    

    
      What brushes past the mind is Acheron's teaching.
    

    
      「If you can only cast one magic at a time, you just have to increase the number of thoughts. 
    

    
      The ultimate of ‘Connected Head’. We call this multi-thinking. However, it is difficult for you to reach this stage yet.」
    

    
      Just as one cannot look right while looking left at the same time.
    

    
      Magic also cannot be cast two at once.
    

    
      Control of magic, exquisite beyond measure, suggested a new path.
    

    
      Then, instead of casting two at the same time, I just have to divide the already created Shadow into two.
    

    
      Shift in thinking.
    

    
      An application method I have never attempted.
    

    
      Divide the Shadow being handled into two.
    

    
      Lawrence focused on the Shadow.
    

    
      The Shadow on the hand melted into the shadow and disappeared.
    

    
      Focus and focus.
    

    
      Concentration sharpened like carving a quill pen soon emitted a single light.
    

    
      Two movements appeared in the shadow.
    

    
      Shadow, which came out bubbling as if there were bubbles on the water surface, transformed back into shadow and disappeared by the time it stuck its head out.
    

    
      Failure.
    

    
      It doesn't feel like mana is lacking, but as much as I divide Shadow into two and control it, it demanded greater concentration.
    

    
      It is not easy.
    

    
      Still, I didn't have the thought that it wouldn't work.
    

    
      If I become proficient in this control, I might be able to apply it to Shadow Spear or other fire magic too.
    

    
      Shadow Spear splitting into two.
    

    
      Fire Tail that can be wielded with a time difference.
    

    
      It couldn't be denied that either way is an attractive usage method.
    

    
      However, time was lacking to make this wholly mine.
    

    
      At least a few more days.
    

    
      If there is time to watch and observe Witchcraft….
    

    
      I postpone regret.
    

    
      It is not the time to be disappointed.
    

    
      I had to absorb as many things as possible within the given time.
    

    
      Is it because I added focus to focus?
    

    
      Lawrence, immersed in the control of Shadow, couldn't realize.
    

    
      The fact that Arwen's gaze looking at the boy was harboring a strange light.
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      From that day, Lawrence, shutting himself in his room, devoted himself to magic.
    

    
      I must not forget the stimulation received upon seeing Witchcraft.
    

    
      Control and regulation of magic. Mastery surpassing that.
    

    
      The most suitable magic for practice was undoubtedly Shadow.
    

    
      Since taking on the request, I had focused on offensive magic, so it was also magic I had treated somewhat neglectfully.
    

    
      However, in the end, they say one returns to the technique most familiar to the hand.
    

    
      Shadow practiced after a long time was just fun.
    

    
      Playing with it as a doll was one time.
    

    
      With the Shadow that lightly circled the room once, I opened the window and went out through the gap.
    

    
      Senses expand through Shadow.
    

    
      The scenery outside the window beckons.
    

    
      Even before, when I sent Shadow up a tree, the surrounding environment was felt. But that power seemed to have grown more.
    

    
      Probably it won't be an ability of Shadow alone.
    

    
      The power of ‘Eyes to see’, one of the Cognitive Concepts.
    

    
      The Cognitive Concept that grew while receiving Acheron's teaching in Dragon's Valley seemed to have been further triggered through the meeting with Arwen.
    

    
      There is no need to maintain Shadow as a doll.
    

    
      As if melting into shadows, it passes through the corridor and heads to the dry front yard.
    

    
      There are many places to hide in the front yard.
    

    
      It hops across the shadows of dried-up vegetation touched by the sister's hands.
    

    
      When roughly crossing about half of the front yard, the mana that could maintain Shadow didn't reach anymore.
    

    
      Although that distance was increasing little by little the more I used Shadow, it was a level increasing by one or two steps, so practically this distance seemed to be the limit I could control.
    

    
      After handling Shadow, I took a walk in the front yard.
    

    
      It is a kind of confirmation process.
    

    
      Whether the sensation felt through Shadow wasn't wrong.
    

    
      Perhaps if there were parts I missed. It was important to grasp how far the control extended.
    

    
      How many days has it been since I practiced Shadow?
    

    
      One day, Ignatius and Irene were talking with people who visited the monastery.
    

    
      “―!?”
    

    
      A shout rings out.
    

    
      A voice that seems to suppress the two calm people.
    

    
      The sound is so loud that it cannot be ignored.
    

    
      Since I couldn't concentrate on Shadow at all, eventually, Lawrence gave up the morning practice.
    

    
      Lawrence, leaving the room, headed to the dining hall.
    

    
      The option of finding out what is happening is a pass.
    

    
      As long as I am staying at the monastery as a guest, I have a position too.
    

    
      Getting involved in the monastery's affairs didn't seem like a good idea.
    

    
      Lawrence is a person who will leave soon.
    

    
      Let's not stick my neck into matters I cannot take responsibility for.
    

    
      However, even as time passed, the disturbance did not subside easily.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The aforementioned disturbance continued even after a week passed.
    

    
      I don't know what complaints are so many, but the protests pouring onto the monastery showed absolutely no sign of ending.
    

    
      It was natural that a hindrance occurred in magic practice.
    

    
      It is not a problem of concentration being good or bad.
    

    
      There is bound to be a proper line in everything.
    

    
      Even if I endure forcibly for a day or two, Lawrence also had to brush off his seat and stand up at the persistently continuing noise.
    

    
      Previous visitors were gathered in front of the Head Priest's room I visited personally.
    

    
      “I apologize. I caused inconvenience because of my incompetence.”
    

    
      “Not at all, Priest. Rather, we are the ones who should offer apologies.”
    

    
      They are all believers visiting the monastery.
    

    
      I wondered for what matter on earth they gathered like this; it seems they also came to find Ignatius, unable to bear suffering from the noise just like Lawrence.
    

    
      Indeed, even the guest room far from the disturbance was noisy.
    

    
      Speaking of the chapel closer than that only hurts my mouth.
    

    
      “Still, it is true that damage occurred. It is a big problem. If we cannot resolve the situation as soon as possible, more victims will appear one after another. Please, may the Goddess’s protection be with them.”
    

    
      Ignatius gathered his two hands together.
    

    
      Lawrence, who watched that appearance for a moment, spoke after the believers left.
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you. Head Priest.”
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you. Brother Lawrence came too.”
    

    
      As if knowing the reason for the visit, a bitter smile rose on his lips.
    

    
      “Because the monastery is unsettled recently, I truly have nothing to say.”
    

    
      “You do not need to apologize. Isn't it not the Priest's fault that this trouble occurred?”
    

    
      “That is not so either. The starting point of all problems lies with me who could not lead the village people to the path of faith. Since this is also a trial given by the Goddess, I am ready to overcome it firmly.”
    

    
      My fault, my fault.
    

    
      Ignatius beat his chest.
    

    
      “May I ask what you mean by that?”
    

    
      “…It is not something to tell proudly. If you know the circumstances, Brother might also become uncomfortable.”
    

    
      “If the Head Priest says so to that extent, it seems the matter is heavier than I thought.”
    

    
      “Shamefully, it is something experienced every year since I took charge of St. Dominic Monastery.”
    

    
      Every year? In short, it means even though he experienced this chaos every year, he hasn't been able to resolve it until now.
    

    
      “As Brother also knows, because it rains a lot in the swamp of the rainy season, the territory of wild animals or monsters is limited in an easy-to-know way. Village residents know roughly where to go to avoid what, and where to go to find what.”
    

    
      I heard a similar story during the request.
    

    
      That contrary to the rainy season, in the dry season, the territories of wild animals or monsters get mixed up due to lack of water and food.
    

    
      Actually, at the very end of the request, we encountered a Bugbear.
    

    
      Although I heard from the Ulbaniero after all situations ended.
    

    
      It seems it was usually a safe area where Bugbears, let alone jaguars, hardly appeared.
    

    
      “It seems the problem would be the Bugbear.”
    

    
      Even if we consider wild animals can be coped with somehow.
    

    
      If the subject of the story moves to monsters, the situation became difficult.
    

    
      It is the same even if not a Bugbear.
    

    
      Just jaguars or goblins that can be encountered on a journey were threatening existences to village residents.
    

    
      Suddenly, Neil whom I met first after coming to the swamp came to mind.
    

    
      That technique camouflaged as a pile of dirt might have been a method the village resident tried to survive in this swamp in his own way.
    

    
      “Correct. In the dry season, the Bugbear's territory also becomes shaken. Not only water, but leaving the nest to find prey increases.”
    

    
      I understand what he means.
    

    
      Just as the Ulbaniero travel back and forth in the swamp with grazing cattle.
    

    
      It means Bugbears also left the nest to find a way to live.
    

    
      “But what relation does that have with the monastery?”
    

    
      I cannot help but voice the doubt.
    

    
      The Bugbear's activity area widening is the swamp's fault.
    

    
      No matter how I think, the place to resent is wrong.
    

    
      “The Spirit is angry, the residents say.”
    

    
      “The Spirit?”
    

    
      “You must have heard. Spirit Faith has taken deep root throughout Ulbazar Swamp.”
    

    
      Lawrence nodded.
    

    
      “To them, we must look like unwelcome outsiders. It would already be hard to have good feelings. The time when damage in the dry season increased coincidentally matches the date I was inaugurated at the monastery. With this, being misunderstood cannot be helped either.”
    

    
      “Isn't it all coincidence? It is unreasonable fault-finding.”
    

    
      It is nonsensical.
    

    
      What relation is there between the Order entering the swamp and the Bugbear's ecology?
    

    
      It might make more sense to say it is the fault of mercenaries who came to subjugate Bugbears.
    

    
      “The important thing is the fact that damage increased.”
    

    
      From the position of residents serving the Spirit, there would be no opponent easier to turn the arrow to than outsiders.
    

    
      He doesn't seem unaware either.
    

    
      This tactless Head Priest seems to be accepting all the resentment with nowhere to go even knowing that fact.
    

    
      Isn't that why residents come all the way to the monastery to protest every year?
    

    
      “It is not a problem that can be approached lightly. We have no choice but to spend time and make an effort. Put in sincerity. Dedicate with wholeheartedness. Because earnest wish is the same for anyone.”
    

    
      “I wonder if they will recognize the Head Priest's heart.”
    

    
      “Even if my heart cannot reach, it does not matter. The Goddess is one who embraces with love and mercy. Please keep in mind. The believers coming to the monastery now are also residents of this Remington Village.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Ignatius's expression was composed.
    

    
      Sincerity without a speck of falsehood. Lawrence realized anew why he respected the Order's clergymen.
    

    
      Anyone can say anything with words.
    

    
      But there aren't many people who can move that into practice.
    

    
      “It is not a problem that will be resolved in the near future.”
    

    
      Unless more time passes.
    

    
      It is not a problem that can be concluded right now.
    

    
      “I have nothing to say.”
    

    
      “Not at all. Just in time, I was feeling cramped being inside the room anyway.”
    

    
      I didn't intend to stay inside the room forever anyway.
    

    
      I only devoted myself to training because there were a few things I wanted to test.
    

    
      Now I also needed to find a guide to guide me to the swamp's deep part, and it was time to set out to obtain this and that information about what kind of place the swamp of the rainy season is.
    

    
      “I apologize as it seems I am urging you. Was there perhaps anyone who said they would step forward as a guide?”
    

    
      “I am sorry. I haven't found one yet.”
    

    
      I vaguely thought it might be so.
    

    
      If he had found a guide, he would have given a hint first.
    

    
      “Not at all. I am only grateful just for looking for a person. Since I intend to go down to the village starting today, if possible, I will try to find a guide.”
    

    
      In the first place, this is Lawrence's business.
    

    
      Apart from Ignatius's help, the boy had to see it resolved.
    

    
      There is a lot to prepare.
    

    
      Before setting out on the road, I had to prepare new equipment too.
    

    
      I wanted to buy a few potions that could treat wounds in preparation for unforeseen situations.
    

    
      For a weapon, a spear familiar to the hand.
    

    
      I also needed leather armor to wear under the robe.
    

    
      I don't know if there is one, but if there is a magic shop, I wanted to learn new magic as well.
    

    
      When I just arrived at Remington Village, I undertook a request first because I had no money in hand. Moving blindly and seeing doesn't fit Lawrence's style.
    

    
      Before undertaking a request, secure information thoroughly.
    

    
      Mainly what monsters appear,
    

    
      What their weaknesses and strengths are.
    

    
      What the compensation obtainable by risking that much danger is like.
    

    
      There was a need to compare all that while putting it on a scale.
    

    
      Because this is work done risking one's life.
    

    
      Preparation was not insufficient no matter how much done.
    

    
      Lawrence, leaving behind words asking to take care of things again, left the chapel behind.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Lawrence headed to the Mercenary Guild first.
    

    
      There is still time until night falls.
    

    
      To see the lively Remington Village, there was a need to wait until the sun sets.
    

    
      The one guarding the reception desk was not the usual receptionist.
    

    
      The middle-aged receptionist who looked a bit older answered calmly to Lawrence's question.
    

    
      “The swamp of the dry season overflows with jaguars every year. In this period, it is hard to encounter even Under Wolves or Goblins, and mainly one can only meet about hungry wild animals. Because of that, it is a kind of off-season where only miscellaneous requests are hung on the bulletin board.”
    

    
      Encountering a Bugbear at the end of the request was an accident.
    

    
      It's not just the Bugbear. Because territories get mixed up wildly, predicting monsters' 
    

    
      behavioral principles becomes difficult.
    

    
      The Bugbears appearing near the village right now were also treated as an extension of such accidents.
    

    
      There is nothing as scary as an uncontrollable situation.
    

    
      In many ways, it was not a welcome period for mercenaries.
    

    
      “Then how is the rainy season?”
    

    
      There is no need to search through books.
    

    
      The receptionist continued speaking without hesitation.
    

    
      “In the rainy season, other monsters appear in the swamp instead of jaguars. Among them, countless mercenaries knock on the door of our Remington Branch Guild to catch Alligators.”
    

    
      “Alligators?”
    

    
      It is a name heard occasionally during the request.
    

    
      “The Alligator is a demonic beast inhabiting rivers. Its appearance is similar to a giant lizard walking on two feet. Based on ignorant jaw strength, its teeth are enough to chew even steel. The tail flying in occasionally blows away even a head wearing a helmet, so you must always be vigilant.”
    

    
      It isn't drawn well in my head somehow.
    

    
      If you say a lizard walking on two feet, only Lizardman comes to mind.
    

    
      “How is it compared to a Forest Spider?”
    

    
      “Forest Spider…. That is a name heard after a long time. There is a saying that if you encounter a Forest Spider in the forest, run away without looking back. It is the same for the Alligator. If you encountered the guy underwater…. It is better to consider yourself already dead.”
    

    
      “It sounds like saying there is no way to deal with it underwater.”
    

    
      “Precisely. Therefore, the time they come out of the river is the opportunity to hunt.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      As if saying it hurts his mouth to speak, the receptionist made a bitter smile.
    

    
      “Is it a good game enough to risk that much danger? Seeing there are many mercenaries visiting the swamp looking only at the Alligator…. It only sounds like saying the byproducts are lucrative.”
    

    
      “Correct. Alligator leather is traded at a tremendous high price. Especially high-grade goods without scratches are known as items with high scarcity value even among nobles.”
    

    
      At the words that nobles also like it, Lawrence's ears perked up.
    

    
      “Could I know roughly how much it goes for?”
    

    
      “There might be a difference in market price depending on the period, but high-grade leather without scratches forms a market price starting from at least a gold. Depending on the size, the price also varies vastly. The Alligator tail leather a Silver Plaque mercenary hunted in the past was traded at a price over 5 gold.”
    

    
      5 gold.
    

    
      It cannot be an amount that doesn't make eyes spin.
    

    
      If I can get that much money in my hand, buying a magic book at a magic shop would be nothing.
    

    
      “It is a story that makes my mouth water.”
    

    
      “That many people die. Above all, the Alligator is a demonic beast seen only when going to the swamp's deep part. Veteran guides must move together, and since a party must be formed, practically the money falling into hands isn't that much. Bringing leather from the deep part to the village is also work.”
    

    
      It is not the end once byproducts are obtained.
    

    
      Processing. Transport. Disposal.
    

    
      Only after finishing that process does money come into hands.
    

    
      Still, if I can obtain high-grade leather….
    

    
      Wouldn't I be able to dream of a sudden fortune at least?
    

    
      “Oh right. Is there perhaps no magic shop in the village?”
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      When Lawrence finished his business at the Mercenary Guild and came out, the bright moon had already risen in the sky.
    

    
      Unfortunately, there was no magic shop in Remington Village.
    

    
      It was the same for Horos Village or Redantus Village, but as expected, it seems difficult to find a magic shop unless it is a city of a certain scale.
    

    
      When things in Ulbazar Swamp are wrapped up, it might be better to find a capital or a slightly larger city next time.
    

    
      Since I became a Copper Plaque mercenary, the requests I can receive have increased too.
    

    
      I will be able to collect the money needed to buy magic books easily as well.
    

    
      Or wouldn't aiming for Alligator leather be one of the options?
    

    
      Because heading to the deep part of the swamp to find the lost Holy Land is a decided matter anyway.
    

    
      That doesn't mean I am neglecting today.
    

    
      Now that I have finished the Ulbaniero's request and have some spare money in my pocket.
    

    
      To increase the possibility of survival even a little, I shouldn't save money.
    

    
      “We meet again, Elder.”
    

    
      It is the old woman who told me about Kaizel and Ramael.
    

    
      The elder, who came out to the spot where we first met today as well, saw Lawrence and raised the corners of her mouth in a grin.
    

    
      “Hmm? I wondered who it was…. It's that hillbilly wizard from back then. Right. You didn't buy anything last time. Are you going to buy something today?”
    

    
      Yellow teeth were revealed between her lips.
    

    
      Due to missing teeth here and there, it was far from a favorable smile.
    

    
      “Asking the guild, I heard you also handle potions.”
    

    
      “You finally found out something.”
    

    
      The old woman took out a wooden board from under her feet.
    

    
      On the crude wooden board, a few dirty bottles were contained.
    

    
      “That's all the potions left today. Starting from the left, 1 silver. 10 silver. 25 silver.”
    

    
      “Even potions all have different prices. What is the difference?”
    

    
      Lawrence checked the three bottles of potions.
    

    
      Because the surface was so dirty, the contents inside the bottle weren't seen well, but the more expensive the potion, the more vivid red light it had.
    

    
      “1 silver is for slightly injured places. 10 silver is for heavily injured places. 25 silver can even attach freshly cut hands or feet. Of course, they might not attach too.”
    

    
      “Are there no side effects? Like the sprayed part itches, or hurts. Or maybe one suffers for a few days after using the potion.”
    

    
      “Didn't you say you are a mercenary? You haven't even used potions until now?”
    

    
      “I have made others use them. But I have never used one myself.”
    

    
      The old woman frowned slightly at that answer.
    

    
      “Generally, you just spray it on the injured part. Or drinking is okay too. Depending on the degree of the wound, one might die in the midst of recovering.”
    

    
      “Potions are used to live. But you are saying one dies instead?”
    

    
      “Do you think a potion is some miracle? It is a kind of drug that forcibly increases recovery power. Deceiving the body. If you deceive the body well, you live. If you fail to deceive, you just die. Just consider it your fate. Since you will die anyway, isn't it better to try and die?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The price isn't on the cheap side either.
    

    
      Even for the effect, it's a situation where one has to pray to the Goddess.
    

    
      I realized anew why the Order's miracles are recognized as the best.
    

    
      “And there is a saying that if you use potions a lot, you die early.”
    

    
      “Didn't you say it is similar to a drug a while ago? Thinking like that, one might die early due to being intoxicated by the drug.”
    

    
      “It is a bit different from that.”
    

    
      The old woman continued with a lukewarm expression.
    

    
      “It is not strange for mercenaries or soldiers who spent their whole life on the battlefield to die early. How long would humans missing an arm or leg each live? But there are humans who look fine on the outside, but surely die early. There is a rumor that it is all a side effect of potions.”
    

    
      “Hmm…. But isn't it that they lived until then because they used potions?”
    

    
      Otherwise, they would have died on the spot.
    

    
      Even if a potion is not omnipotent, it was certain that it could save a person who was about to die.
    

    
      “Right. So how many will you buy?”
    

    
      “Give me all three bottles.”
    

    
      “All? As expected of a wizard, the spending scale is large.”
    

    
      Total 36 silver.
    

    
      It is certain that it is a burdensome price, but thinking of leaving for the deep part of the swamp, preparation was not excessive no matter how much done.
    

    
      Even doing this, there is still room in the pocket situation.
    

    
      Because the byproducts of the Bugbear appearing at the end of the request gifted Lawrence with compensation he hadn't thought of.
    

    
      “It was a good trade. Come again next time. I will give you a discount.”
    

    
      “See you again, Elder.”
    

    
      The place Lawrence visited next was the blacksmith shop.
    

    
      The boy, arriving at the blacksmith shop where all sides were almost open, called the owner.
    

    
      “Is anyone here?”
    

    
      The flame of the furnace is not seen.
    

    
      What rises is just heat. A moment later, the owner, looking like he washed his body with sweat, revealed his appearance from the inside.
    

    
      “What business does an Order punk have here?”
    

    
      He looked at the robe Lawrence wore and spoke as if throwing words.
    

    
      “I came to look at some items.”
    

    
      “If it's a knife for cutting vegetables, it is there.”
    

    
      “Yes? No. I didn't come to buy a knife for cutting vegetables.”
    

    
      “Then a cleaver? Cleavers are on the display shelf.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      It is different from the reaction I thought of somehow.
    

    
      The cold voice had a nuance that he wouldn't even sell items if push comes to shove.
    

    
      “I came to buy a spear and armor useful for me.”
    

    
      The owner frowned as if asking what kind of sound that was.
    

    
      “Why is an Order punk who can't even kill people looking for weapons? Did you misspeak staff instead of spear?”
    

    
      “It seems you mistook me for another clergyman. I need weapons and equipment I will use for mercenary work.”
    

    
      “Hehehe. Living my life, it is the first time hearing a story about an Order punk doing mercenary work. One must not kill people. There must not be sharp edges. It was exactly you people who custom ordered staves with such conditions.”
    

    
      There is an edge in the voice.
    

    
      Clear hostility. In the owner's attitude, there was antagonism I hadn't felt when talking with the Ulbaniero.
    

    
      I understood why protests toward the monastery were unending.
    

    
      There is no way a proper conversation can be held against such a person.
    

    
      Thinking about it, the gatekeeper was also strange somewhere.
    

    
      Rather than just letting me pass seeing the Order's robe, looking now, he might have consistently ignored me roughly because he didn't want to get involved.
    

    
      “Don't be like that and show me some useful spears or armor.”
    

    
      “They are there so pick moderately. Since you won't have occasions to use them anyway.”
    

    
      The cold answer was safe to say he had no intention of doing business.
    

    
      …Should I use magic at least?
    

    
      I don't particularly want to attract attention with something like this.
    

    
      Unless I take strong measures, it seems the conversation won't be solved.
    

    
      “You seem to have ten lives, Uncle Lyle.”
    

    
      But unexpected reinforcements appeared.
    

    
      The protagonist of the voice was Copper Plaque mercenary Isolde.
    

    
      “Isolde?”
    

    
      “Long time no see, Lawrence.”
    

    
      She threw a fruit taken out from her bag to Lawrence.
    

    
      “What is it, Isolde. Are you acquaintances with the Order punk?”
    

    
      “Didn't everyone know? I told you. A tremendous wizard who killed a Bugbear in one shot appeared.”
    

    
      “That is this kid…?”
    

    
      “Kid, you say….”
    

    
      Lawrence made a bitter smile.
    

    
      Perhaps greatly surprised, the owner's eyes opened wide.
    

    
      It is a reaction that he never dreamed the protagonist of that rumor would belong to the Order.
    

    
      “If you had business in the village, you should have found me.”
    

    
      “Isn't it unseemly to visit one by one for such a matter?”
    

    
      “Is that so? I see something like this as natural between colleagues.”
    

    
      Colleague.
    

    
      Lawrence's expression became subtle at the still unfamiliar word.
    

    
      The thought of being indebted to mercenaries hadn't occurred to me yet.
    

    
      Lawrence purchased equipment at a cheap price with Isolde's help.
    

    
      As if the attitude shown until now was a lie, the owner responded kindly.
    

    
      “Thank you. Thanks to you, I got them cheaply.”
    

    
      “What thanks between us. Even if we combine all that discounted price, it doesn't even amount to the value of the byproducts you took care of.”
    

    
      As if telling me not to say useless words, Isolde waved her hand.
    

    
      “You could have just passed by. Isn't it true that you showed kindness? Just that one action is sufficient reason for me to express gratitude to Isolde.”
    

    
      “Who would say you aren't a clergyman of the Order. The shape of speaking is different from the start. Forget it. I didn't do it to hear greetings of gratitude.”
    

    
      “Is that so? Then I will also think comfortably.”
    

    
      “Right. We are comfortable with things like this.”
    

    
      Just as the Order has the Order's own way.
    

    
      Mercenaries are bound to have the mercenary's own way too.
    

    
      And Lawrence didn't dislike the mercenary's way that much.
    

    
      “Other people aren't seen.”
    

    
      “Hm? At this time, everyone is on a request.”
    

    
      “Everyone is diligent. Even though there must be a lot of compensation left from the last request ending.”
    

    
      “What are you saying. Such small money was spent long ago. On women and alcohol costs, that is.”
    

    
      Men are really fools, Isolde added.
    

    
      “Already? The additional allowance from catching the Bugbear must have been quite lucrative too.”
    

    
      “Because there was that, they lasted until now.”
    

    
      Was the alcohol cost high?
    

    
      Or was woman the problem?
    

    
      The boy thought the possibility of the latter was high somehow.
    

    
      “By the way, for what matter was Isolde passing by here?”
    

    
      “Me? I came out to buy side dishes. And buy snacks as well while at it.”
    

    
      Hmm, she cut off her words there.
    

    
      “Oh right, if you have time, won't you stop by my house and go?”
    

    
      “Isolde's house?”
    

    
      “Yeah. There is a person I want you to see.”
    

    
      “You mean the person you talked about last time.”
    

    
      “You remembered that again?”
    

    
      “It isn't a difficult story.”
    

    
      Rather, because of someone who persistently changed the subject, I couldn't forget even if I wanted to.
    

    
      Lawrence looked at the sky for a moment.
    

    
      With the sky covered in thick darkness, there was no proper way to check the time. Roughly estimating the time by feel. I think it will still take quite some time for morning to break.
    

    
      “If it is a little, it is fine.”
    

    
      “I was indebted with the blacksmith matter too.
    

    
      Since we met like this after a long time, it doesn't seem bad to ask her about the guide matter as well.
    

    
      If it really didn't work out, I intended to find the Ulbaniero.
    

    
      Somehow, asking Isolde, who is a fellow mercenary, was more comfortable than asking them.
    

    
      “Good. Then it is decided.”
    

    
      Lawrence moved his steps with Isolde holding a bag of fruit.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Isolde's house was located on the outskirts within the village.
    

    
      Unlike the Mercenary Guild, the house attached to the ground looked like a traditional building.
    

    
      “Big sister is here.”
    

    
      “You came?”
    

    
      What ran out from inside the door with a patter was a young girl.
    

    
      Compared to Isolde who was tanned healthily, the girl had pale skin as if she could hardly go around outside.
    

    
      Still, seeing she definitely keeps cleanliness, she was far from a shabby feeling.
    

    
      “Say hello. This is big sister's colleague. He is called Lawrence. Lawrence. This is my younger sister Doris.”
    

    
      “Hello. Nice to meet you. I am called Doris, Isolde's younger sister.”
    

    
      “I am Lawrence. For now, I am a mercenary.”
    

    
      “I heard a lot from big sister. That you are a clergyman of the Order and a wizard at the same time.”
    

    
      Doris bowed her head politely.
    

    
      At the appearance of speaking clearly and logically, Lawrence inadvertently looked at Isolde.
    

    
      “Is she really your younger sister? It seems there are no resembling corners….”
    

    
      “How rude. Where else would there be sisters who look exactly alike like this?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Can't you say something?”
    

    
      The two people who shared a small tussle entered the house with Doris.
    

    
      Isolde's house had quite ample space unlike what was seen from outside.
    

    
      The living room with an attached kitchen was very wide for sisters to live in.
    

    
      On one side, dolls that looked like Doris's toys and Isolde's equipment were organized neatly.
    

    
      “You don't have any side dishes you avoid particularly, right?”
    

    
      “None. If I had something like that, I wouldn't have been able to make a living as a mercenary.”
    

    
      Picky eating. That is nonsensical.
    

    
      There might have been times I couldn't eat because there was none, but there was never a time I didn't eat what was there.
    

    
      Doris prepared tableware on the central table.
    

    
      Three sets of tableware including Lawrence's.
    

    
      Somehow that appearance looked familiar.
    

    
      It seems she prepared meals with Isolde usually too.
    

    
      “By the way, why did you buy a spear at the blacksmith shop? Surely it's not that you intend to use it.”
    

    
      “Just because I am a wizard doesn't mean I only use magic.”
    

    
      “Huh? Really? But no matter how good Uncle Lyle's spear is, it would be weaker than your magic.”
    

    
      “Do you think magic goes out immediately just by clapping hands? What magic I will use, how I will handle it. If I fail even a little in aiming and controlling the used magic, a catastrophe will occur.”
    

    
      “Hmm…. Indeed, thinking that magic fell on our heads instead of the Bugbear, it is terrible.”
    

    
      I don't know for sure, but everyone must have been hurt badly without fail.
    

    
      If severe, let alone life, we wouldn't have been able to find even corpses.
    

    
      “It is true that magic is a trump card, but it must not become the only means. Where would there be an enemy easier to deal with than a wizard who only knows how to use magic? 
    

    
      That is the reason I use a spear.”
    

    
      If I have a weapon, I can threaten the opponent too.
    

    
      If push comes to shove, handling it for self-defense is also possible.
    

    
      Of course, the bigger aim is that I can induce the enemy's carelessness.
    

    
      If I can hide the fact that I am a wizard with one spear, there was no trade more profitable than this.
    

    
      Lawrence is a wizard.
    

    
      However, if I show an appearance of using a spear instead of magic, ten out of ten.
    

    
      They will think of me as a slightly green mercenary.
    

    
      After that, finish with magic at the decisive moment.
    

    
      She also agreed with Lawrence's explanation.
    

    
      “Indeed. It is not a bad idea. Because looking only at the appearance, you look like a clumsy mercenary.”
    

    
      “I will take that as a compliment for now.”
    

    
      The boy is not so petty as to react to every such word.
    

    
      “It is a compliment. Because what is important is not the appearance but the value contained inside. What do they say. They say sometimes a magic stone is buried in mud.”
    

    
      “Magic stone? Is that true?”
    

    
      “Just a figure of speech. Would it really be buried?”
    

    
      As if telling him to say something that makes sense, Isolde laughed.
    

    
      “Still, it is a bit surprising. I never thought a wizard would handle a spear.”
    

    
      “Everyone is different. I am also grabbing the spear again after a long time, so it will take some time to find the feeling. Recently, I was busy learning magic so there were hardly any occasions to use my body.”
    

    
      “It means training is lacking. When there are no requests, it is okay to visit sometimes. If it is simple warming up, I can accompany you too.”
    

    
      “Is that so? Then when time is empty, I will be indebted a bit.”
    

    
      There is no need to refuse the rare goodwill.
    

    
      Above all, Lawrence learned the spear by self-study.
    

    
      It is not that I asked for teaching or learned from someone.
    

    
      Furthermore, I have never had a sparring match with a person.
    

    
      Because I only used it a few times against monsters like goblins.
    

    
      In the meantime, the meal is being prepared one by one.
    

    
      A dish cooked mixing boiled fruit and meat.
    

    
      It is the very traditional food eaten together with the Ulbaniero.
    

    
      Looking at Doris carrying bowls, Isolde said.
    

    
      “How is it? Can you know something with your magic?”
    

    
      “As expected, the person you mentioned back then must have been your younger sister.”
    

    
      Simple deduction.
    

    
      The only people in the house are two.
    

    
      Naturally, the person Isolde wanted to show was bound to be narrowed down to Doris.
    

    
      I felt like I knew anew the reason she couldn't open her mouth easily and changed the subject during the request.
    

    
      If it is a matter regarding family, people are bound to be careful.
    

    
      “I told you last time too, but magic and miracles are strictly different. Even though I am a clergyman of the Order, my learning is not deep.”
    

    
      “Don't be like that. You know much more than us who are illiterate.”
    

    
      It is not wrong words.
    

    
      Considering that the majority of mercenaries don't even know writing, Lawrence who received the Order's teaching would know much more.
    

    
      “Could you tell me the specific symptoms?”
    

    
      “You know just by looking. She can hardly go out of the house.”
    

    
      I can know that just by looking at the face.
    

    
      Because skin that hasn't been exposed to sunlight for a long time spoke with color.
    

    
      “I am not wanting such fragmentary stories. For example, getting a fever, or a specific body part hurting. Or coughing constantly. Such specific symptoms, I mean.”
    

    
      “Umm…. Wait. It would be faster to hear from the person herself. Doris. Can you come here for a moment?”
    

    
      “Yes, big sister. I'm coming.”
    

    
      Doris, running over with a patter, sat next to Isolde.
    

    
      “Lawrence says he wants to hear your symptoms. Can you say where and how it hurts?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Just tell me without feeling burdened.”
    

    
      She nodded as if understanding.
    

    
      “So…. If I go outside, dizziness arises and I can't do things using my body much. My head hurts like it will break. If severe, there are often cases where I lose consciousness. Even if I take medicine, it is only okay for that moment and when the effect wears off, it starts hurting again.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      At the word headache, for an instant, the bug in the head came to mind.
    

    
      However, I shook my head soon.
    

    
      It cannot be. This child is not a wizard.
    

    
      It has no relation to the headache that comes when using a lot of mana.
    

    
      “Do you perhaps remember from when the symptoms appeared?”
    

    
      “I don't know well, but I remember it being like this since I was born. In the period my memory started, my head already hurt.”
    

    
      Lawrence didn't study medicine separately either.
    

    
      Although recently I received this and that teaching from Ignatius to stand alone as a pilgrim, there were still many lacking points to call it learning with depth.
    

    
      In other words, listening to symptoms is not to know what disease it is. To the last, it is to explain to another person.
    

    
      “How is it? Can you treat it?”
    

    
      Isolde, not knowing such a fact, shone her eyes with expectation.
    

    
      “Listening to the story, she is already being prescribed medicine. It's not that there is no effect either. Seeing there is an effect, I think I roughly know what disease it is….”
    

    
      “How could that be. We are just being prescribed medicine said to be good for headaches from Uncle Neil. Isn't that so. If one takes medicine, the illness should be cured. But no sign of recovery is seen for several years already.”
    

    
      “Then you mean you don't even know the name of the disease?”
    

    
      “I don't know. That is why I asked you about miracles.”
    

    
      With a feeling of clutching at straws, she added.
    

    
      First of all, the most prominent symptom is headache.
    

    
      Since she says the pain is severe enough to lose consciousness, the symptoms were on the serious side to the extent that basic daily life was impossible.
    

    
      It could be seen as a state close to severe illness clearly.
    

    
      “I think it would be faster to go directly to the monastery.”
    

    
      “You mean the Order's monastery where you are? Outside the village?”
    

    
      “It is St. Dominic Monastery. If it is Head Priest Ignatius, he might be able to give help.”
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      Chapter 41 : Neil the herbalist (1)
    

    
      He is not a person who would ignore a patient desperately wishing for help.
    

    
      He will probably try to treat Doris with wholehearted sincerity.
    

    
      “Didn't you say only those from the High Priest level can handle miracles? If he is a Head Priest, isn't it that he cannot handle them? No. I'm not saying I can't trust him. Just because I'm a little anxious.”
    

    
      Isolde looks somewhat reluctant.
    

    
      Although it is quite rude behavior, I could understand it with a corner of my heart.
    

    
      She is also a resident of Remington Village.
    

    
      Like what I saw at the blacksmith shop, if the majority of residents harbor antagonism toward the Order, contacting the monastery would be very awkward.
    

    
      “Priests are also divided by rank. If he is a Head Priest, it is the highest rank even among priests. It is the rank right below the High Priest who can handle miracles.”
    

    
      Starting from Trainee Priest to Official Priest. Rising from Official Priest to Head Priest is the general rank of the Order.
    

    
      I know the official name is called the Clergy System.
    

    
      There was no need to explain such professional stories.
    

    
      “So you mean he is a high person?”
    

    
      “Setting aside rank. He is a person you can trust and rely on.”
    

    
      Isolde looked at Doris.
    

    
      Just like the hesitating big sister, the younger sister is also reading the room.
    

    
      “Is receiving help from the Order the problem?”
    

    
      “Umm…. Sorry. It isn't something to say after bringing you home. But people in our village have severe ill feelings toward the Order. Sticking to herbal treatment until now is also for such reason.”
    

    
      As if ashamed, she trailed off.
    

    
      In short, it means the problem is after receiving help from the Order.
    

    
      The antagonism encountered at the blacksmith shop was huge beyond imagination.
    

    
      Spirit Faith. Like Ignatius's words, the village residents were not viewing the Order's clergymen favorably.
    

    
      Contacting the Order in such an atmosphere would be burdensome in many ways.
    

    
      Because if one falls out of favor within the community called the village, it is safe to say there is no place to stand.
    

    
      Above all, as she is active as a mercenary, if she goes out on a request, young Doris is left alone at home.
    

    
      No one knows what might happen.
    

    
      “I understood what you mean. I will try speaking to the Head Priest about your younger sister's symptoms. If he can grasp the illness with just symptoms, there is a possibility to prepare medicine, so there might be improvement compared to the medicine taken now. Instead, Isolde must pay for the necessary medicine cost.”
    

    
      “I am not so shameless as to refuse that. No matter how much the medicine costs, if our Doris can get better, naturally I must pay.”
    

    
      “Good. And from next time, I think meeting at the Mercenary Guild would be better than home. If a person of the Order frequents the house, just that alone will start bad rumors circulating.”
    

    
      For now, let's think of minimum safety measures.
    

    
      Even just to not disturb the peace the sisters have protected until now, this level of measure was necessary.
    

    
      “Of course, I cannot do it for free.”
    

    
      “Ack.”
    

    
      A sound like a frog being strangled rang out.
    

    
      Isolde was making a strange expression as if she hadn't expected it.
    

    
      “Shouldn't there be something I receive too?”
    

    
      “U, umm…. That is true too. Fine. What do you want? As long as it isn't an unreasonable request, I will match it as much as possible.”
    

    
      “It is not a difficult request. If there is someone who knows the swamp well nearby, I would like you to introduce them.”
    

    
      “Swamp? If it's the swamp, I know it well too. Do you have something curious again like back then?”
    

    
      “No. It's not that…. I need a guide who will go with me to the swamp's deep part during the rainy season.”
    

    
      Her face brightening for a moment was brief.
    

    
      Hearing the word swamp's deep part, she frowned.
    

    
      “I will ask just in case. Do you intend to go catch Alligators? If it is something like that, moving together with Balic is okay too.”
    

    
      “I intend to hunt if I encounter one on the way, but hunting Alligators is not the objective.”
    

    
      “I thought so. Then I will change the question. There is depth even in the swamp's deep part. Up to where do you need a guide to go?”
    

    
      Lawrence rested his chin on his hand.
    

    
      Would it be good to confess everything? The contemplation was not long.
    

    
      If I don't tell the truth, it is a problem even if I find a guide.
    

    
      “…Swamp's deep part. The Bugbear's nest.”
    

    
      “You. Have gone crazy.”
    

    
      Isolde spoke as if dumbfounded.
    

    
      “I don't know with what thought you intend to go there. But no matter how much you pay, there is no bold guide who will guide you to the Bugbear's nest.”
    

    
      “To that extent? Still, wouldn't there be at least one person?”
    

    
      “Money isn't the problem. First, life must be attached to spend money too. Since you seem to not know well, I will tell you. In the past, there was a time the Lord led soldiers to the swamp's deep part saying he would subjugate Bugbears? What do you think happened to those troops?”
    

    
      “…They must have failed. So the Bugbear's nest must still be remaining in the swamp's deep part.”
    

    
      At Lawrence's answer, she nodded.
    

    
      “Right. And it wasn't just a failure. It was a miserable failure. Let alone the swamp's deep part, everyone had to turn their feet from the central part. Bugbears aren't the only problem. I told you. The thing to be most careful of in the swamp is water. In the swamp of the rainy season, you cannot find a place without that very water. There isn't just one or two dangerous places where if you misstep, you bid farewell to this life as it is. Unless one is a suicide applicant, who would want to go to such a place?”
    

    
      “In other words, there is no person around Isolde worthy of stepping forward as a guide. Understood. I will look for another person.”
    

    
      “You really…. Even though I say this much, you intend to go? I'm telling you going to the Bugbear's nest is a crazy act.”
    

    
      “If I cannot find a guide, I intend to go even by myself.”
    

    
      There is no option to give up.
    

    
      I promised Acheron. To obtain the Key to the Astral World, I had to find the lost Holy Land where the Rift of the Astral World might be.
    

    
      There was no corner for other compromises to enter from the start.
    

    
      At Lawrence's unwavering gaze, she sighed.
    

    
      “There is one person who might step forward as a guide.”
    

    
      “Who is that?”
    

    
      “Precisely, there is only that person. That person stepped forward as a guide for the Lord's army mentioned a while ago too. So if that person says no, it is better to give up cleanly.”
    

    
      Isolde, patting Doris's head, said.
    

    
      “Called Uncle Neil. He is the herbalist with the most outstanding skill even in our village. Not only can he go back and forth to the swamp's deep part alone. But the map of the entire swamp is inside Uncle Neil's head.”
    

    
      Uncle Neil.
    

    
      The name Neil was a person also in Lawrence's memory.
    

    
      The very day I first came to Ulbazar Swamp.
    

    
      The very man who guided Lawrence to Remington Village.
    

    
      “For now, I will try asking. Still, don't hold big expectations.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “It appears to be one of the swamp's endemic diseases.”
    

    
      Ignatius, who heard Doris's symptoms, said.
    

    
      “Endemic disease?”
    

    
      “You can think of it as a rare disease existing only in a specific region. Usually, it is a disease people visiting Ulbazar Swamp for the first time suffer from. But Remington Village people suffer from this endemic disease like a fever when young and pass over it. But the girl you mentioned seems to have symptoms continuing until now unusually. Although rare, it isn't an unprecedented event.”
    

    
      “Saying there is precedent…. I can expect a treatment method too.”
    

    
      “Yes. I cannot give a definite answer, but I see that I can suggest an effective treatment method. For an instant, it seems scars that cannot be removed with medicinal herbs remained deep inside the head. If only that fever can be treated, wouldn't the headache be alleviated too?”
    

    
      Lawrence's expression brightened.
    

    
      It seems I can deliver good news to Isolde.
    

    
      “However, since the timing is now the dry season, we will likely experience difficulty in obtaining necessary medicinal herbs.”
    

    
      “I will try looking into medicinal herbs once. I have business meeting an herbalist regarding the guide matter. I intend to move with that person for a while from now on.”
    

    
      First of all, Uncle Neil.
    

    
      Although I received Neil's introduction, persuasion is entirely his share.
    

    
      Even on the day we first met, I felt the antagonism toward the Order sufficiently.
    

    
      Probably, even if I visit like this, it would be difficult to expect a positive answer.
    

    
      Fortunately amidst misfortune, there is somewhat spare time until the rainy season.
    

    
      Try spending time on persuasion as much as possible, and if it still doesn't work, it seems better to gather information about the swamp as a second best plan.
    

    
      Since they say he is the best herbalist and guide even within the village, surely the knowledge of the swamp only Neil knows would also be plentiful.
    

    
      Based on that knowledge, in the worst case, even if Lawrence sets out on the journey alone, I must go to the swamp's deep part.
    

    
      “Understood. For now, I will try obtaining medicinal herbs, and if I still cannot obtain them, I will ask you then. And I am really sorry to say this, but the medicinal herb cost might be a little burdensome.”
    

    
      “Didn't you say it is a period difficult to obtain medicinal herbs? The price rising is also something unavoidable.”
    

    
      Isolde must also be taking that point into account.
    

    
      As long as it isn't too expensive, she wouldn't hesitate to open her wallet.
    

    
      “Brother must also speak without holding back if perhaps a fever arises or abnormal signs appear somewhere in the body.”
    

    
      “Maybe if it's muscle pain. Right now, there is no place particularly hurting.”
    

    
      I have memories of itching or fever rising from bug bites.
    

    
      But if asked whether it was at a level reaching illness, that is not it. It all subsided within a few days, and now only marks of bug bites remain.
    

    
      “If you pass over safely, there is nothing better than that, but endemic diseases have an incubation period. It wouldn't be strange even if that period ended slowly now. It is not a problem to pass over lightly. If the fever is severe, depending on the person, cases of losing life also happen.”
    

    
      “Knowing about it, it was a really scary disease.”
    

    
      It is not a story to laugh off.
    

    
      I understand why the sisters suffered from the endemic disease until now.
    

    
      But speaking of fever, there was a memory that suddenly came to mind.
    

    
      “Come to think of it, when I was young, there was a time I almost died due to catching a plague. Would the fact that my body condition is okay right now have any connection with that perhaps?”
    

    
      “Hmm…. We cannot say there is absolutely none. Because you suffered a plague, maybe the swamp's demon of disease couldn't penetrate deeply. If that is so, Brother might have some resistance to fever.”
    

    
      “It is ironic. To think I became a constitution that doesn't catch diseases well thanks to catching a plague….”
    

    
      Should I laugh or cry at this.
    

    
      One way or another, the plague that covered Hilton Village greatly changed Lawrence's life.
    

    
      Because the starting point of opening eyes to the Astral World and handling magic was also right after suffering the plague.
    

    
      “The will of the heavens is known only to the Goddess. We, the servants, merely peek at the revelation dwelling in the stars of the night sky.”
    

    
      Ignatius, gathering two hands together, whispered lowly.
    

    
      “Please, may the Goddess’s blessing be with you.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Next day. Lawrence headed to Remington Village early in the morning.
    

    
      Passing the gatekeeper who looked indifferent whether receiving greetings or not, I entered the quiet street.
    

    
      Only a few passersby are going around on the road.
    

    
      Without making eye contact with them, I knocked on the door of the Mercenary Guild.
    

    
      Isolde was waiting for him inside the guild as promised.
    

    
      “You came out quickly.”
    

    
      “Because it is that important a matter to me.”
    

    
      She has a serious face as if saying no other stories are needed.
    

    
      Enter the main subject.
    

    
      Lawrence is also not a style to drag time with such matters.
    

    
      “I heard positive stories regarding Doris's condition. They say there was a patient who suffered similar symptoms in the past. He said he would prescribe the medicine prescribed back then.”
    

    
      “Really? Then you mean she can get better if she takes that medicine?”
    

    
      “Up to that is not certain. Since the Head Priest didn't see Doris directly. Still, he is a person who doesn't speak empty words. Surely there will be an effect.”
    

    
      Lawrence showed the necessary medicinal ingredients to Isolde.
    

    
      The medicinal herbs Ignatius wrote on the wooden tablet numbered close to twenty roughly.
    

    
      From her mouth, having opened her eyes narrowly, a faint groan flowed out.
    

    
      “Sorry. I don't know how to read.”
    

    
      “I will read it for you.”
    

    
      There are many medicinal herbs Lawrence doesn't know either.
    

    
      The only medicinal herb in the boy's memory is Aurele.
    

    
      Only admiration came out at why there were so many medicinal herbs with unfamiliar names.
    

    
      “They are all medicinal herbs of the swamp. If we ask Uncle Neil, we can obtain them one way or another.”
    

    
      The fortunate thing is that whenever I read out the medicinal herbs one by one, Isolde nodded as if knowing them.
    

    
      “…Lastly, it is Tyray.”
    

    
      “Wait. What did you say?”
    

    
      “It is written as one root of Tyray.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Her expression, checking the medicinal herb's name again, became serious.
    

    
      “Is Tyray a medicinal herb difficult to obtain?”
    

    
      “No. It is correct that it is a medicinal herb of the swamp. But the place where it grows naturally is the problem. It is a precious medicinal herb that grows only in limited places.”
    

    
      Wondering why things were going well, Isolde sighed.
    

    
      “Didn't you say Mr. Neil can go back and forth to the swamp's deep part? If we are obtaining medicinal herbs through that person, I see it is better to be indebted for this too.”
    

    
      “I told you last time. That even in the swamp's deep part, danger zones are divided by stages. Tyray is…. A fantasy medicinal herb that can be seen only in the most dangerous area among them.”
    

    
      Fantasy medicinal herb.
    

    
      If such an alias is attached, wouldn't the medicinal effect be certain?
    

    
      “They say even if you eat just a handful, you become a constitution that doesn't feel heat again. To the extent that a legend comes down saying the ancestors of the Ulbaniero ate Tyray and became warriors of the swamp.”
    

    
      “If that legend is true, it would be effective for Doris's disease too.”
    

    
      “That would be so. But say something that makes sense. How do we obtain Tyray? Before mentioning money, the supply itself doesn't appear. Can't you just go back and ask again? Asking if he perhaps mistook it for another medicinal herb.”
    

    
      “The Head Priest is not a person who would mistake something like this.”
    

    
      “Probably. I know. I just said it out of frustration.”
    

    
      She ruffled her hair nervously.
    

    
      “Pass on Tyray. First, I will try preparing other medicinal herbs.”
    

    
      “There are quite a few necessary medicinal herbs.”
    

    
      “It doesn't matter. If money is lacking, I just have to earn more.”
    

    
      An immediate answer without hesitation returned.
    

    
      “Is that so? You look a bit different today.”
    

    
      “A person can do anything for family. Would only I be like that? You are the same too.”
    

    
      “Well. I don't have anyone I can call family anymore.”
    

    
      Lawrence recalled friends buried in a corner of his heart.
    

    
      Friends who ran through alleyways together, now not one remained by the boy's side.
    

    
      “Ah…. Sorry. I was bad. Forgive me.”
    

    
      “Not at all. You do not have to mind.”
    

    
      The days of grieving over friends' deaths have already passed.
    

    
      Now I merely look forward and walk.
    

    
      That is even for the friends who are together in my heart.
    

    
      Even for the friends who are together in my heart.
    

    
      It was everyone's heart Lawrence had to shoulder and carry.
    

    
      Right. Time submerged in sadness is wasteful.
    

    
      Containing the endlessly unfolded sky in my eyes.
    

    
      I only advance to the unknown scenery I haven't seen yet.
    

    
      Because the world is, this beautiful and dazzling.
    

    
      “Let's move on to the next story now. What happened to the appointment?”
    

    
      “I told Uncle Neil. I said let's meet in front of the village after the sun rises.”
    

    
      “We are going out to the swamp at an earlier time than I thought.”
    

    
      “Because it is hard to find medicinal herbs at night anyway. It is annoying too as bugs increased remarkably. Even if the day is a bit hot, moving during the day will be more comfortable.”
    

    
      Thinking about it, that is true too.
    

    
      Meeting Mr. Neil was also at the time the sun hung in the middle of the sky.
    

    
      It seems there is a difference from village people where herbalists are mainly active at night.
    

    
      “Don't bring up the Order story if possible. Uncle Neil is a really devout person. Even now, he offers tributes to the Spirit every day. Honestly, if it wasn't my request, he wouldn't have listened this time either.”
    

    
      “It is not a topic I would bring up first purposely.”
    

    
      “While talking, it could come out in a slip, you know.”
    

    
      That antagonism toward the Order is severe was what I felt during the first meeting too.
    

    
      Since he probably already knows Lawrence is a pilgrim, it wouldn't be wrong to think the first button was buttoned wrongly.
    

    
      “He isn't a person with whom communication is absolutely impossible. Before discussing Spirits or the Order, he is a person who knows human life is most precious.”
    

    
      “That there is room for persuasion is fortunate amidst misfortune.”
    

    
      “Yeah. If he really hated it in the first place, he would have refused my proposal.”
    

    
      “Depends on doing….”
    

    
      Lawrence rested his chin on his hand.
    

    
      It would be really good if it were a problem resolved by asking.
    

    
      I know well it isn't a matter that will be solved that lightly.
    

    
      Still, what can I do.
    

    
      A thirsty person is bound to dig a well.
    

    
      To go to the swamp's deep part, Mr. Neil's help was needed.
    

    

  Chapter 42: Chapter 42

    
      Chapter 42 : Neil the herbalist (2)
    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    
      The herbalist encountered at the meeting place.
    

    
      Neil, as soon as he saw Lawrence's face, spat out a curse.
    

    
      “Long time no see, Mr. Neil. I wonder if you have been well in the meantime.”
    

    
      “I was well until a moment ago. Now I am not well.”
    

    
      “Is that so? It is fortunate you seem to have been healthy.”
    

    
      “No. Did you hear my words through your earholes?”
    

    
      Neil frowned as if dumbfounded.
    

    
      “More than that, you. Were you really a mercenary?”
    

    
      “Didn't I tell you from the beginning? That I was just lost.”
    

    
      “A clergyman of the Order while being a mercenary. A very amazing person has appeared indeed. Living my life, I see a clergyman active as a mercenary for the first time.”
    

    
      The sarcastic voice was just busy sneering.
    

    
      “Since you haven't been here long, you seem not to know. It is not polite for an Order person to show their face in village affairs.”
    

    
      “I came here not as Pilgrim Lawrence right now but as Copper Plaque mercenary Lawrence to find a guide.”
    

    
      “I am not in the mood to play with words.”
    

    
      “I am the same. Unless it is the guide matter, I do not wish to argue about other stories unnecessarily.”
    

    
      A subtle war of nerves flowed.
    

    
      But that was also brief; Lawrence continued speaking.
    

    
      “Are you not going to dig medicinal herbs?”
    

    
      “I'm going, you damn bastard. I'm going even if you don't say it.”
    

    
      Neil sighed as if reluctant.
    

    
      “I'm saying this just in case. I will absolutely not recite things like your Order's prayers.”
    

    
      “The Goddess does not force faith.”
    

    
      There is no misunderstanding like this misunderstanding.
    

    
      The Order does not increase believers coercively.
    

    
      They merely willingly reach out a hand to lambs asking for help.
    

    
      “Are you saying that sincerely? That mighty Order you believe in and follow trampled on the Spirit's altar, and built a new idol on top of it.”
    

    
      “Is that true? There is no reason for the Order to do that….”
    

    
      It is a story I heard for the first time.
    

    
      At least from Ignatius, I hadn't heard such a hint.
    

    
      “Of course you wouldn't know. Among the Order people I have met until now, not one knew this story. They didn't even try to know. Rather, they only drove me as a liar. Asking how dare an ignorant guy blaspheme the Goddess. Like this.”
    

    
      “Our brothers and sisters insulted Mr. Neil. I am sorry. I will apologize on their behalf.”
    

    
      “Do you think I brought this up to receive an apology? I'm telling you not to approach more than necessary. Allowing you to accompany this herbal gathering is entirely because Isolde asked. If not for that, I wouldn't have taken an Order punk to the swamp.”
    

    
      Looking now, it seems it was an extension of the content mentioned earlier.
    

    
      Uncomfortable feelings were revealed as they were on that expression.
    

    
      “Anyone has something they are good at.”
    

    
      “What kind of sound is that suddenly?”
    

    
      “I also know that Mr. Neil, who goes back and forth to the swamp like his own home without a single companion, is not an ordinary herbalist.”
    

    
      “You say something obvious. It isn't a boast, but I lived doing only this shit since I was born. I don't know about other things, but regarding the swamp, I don't lose to anyone.”
    

    
      “That is why. I want to learn the swamp from Mr. Neil.”
    

    
      If things work out well and he takes on the guide role, there would be nothing better than that, but I always had to keep the worst situation in mind.
    

    
      In short, excluding personal feelings, what can be obtained from this accompaniment depended purely on Lawrence.
    

    
      Because knowledge named experience will be helpful in any way.
    

    
      “You learn what from me?”
    

    
      “I want to learn the swamp.”
    

    
      “Didn't you say you are a clergyman of the Order? What does a guy like that learn from an illiterate herbalist like me?”
    

    
      “It is the swamp.”
    

    
      I repeat the same words.
    

    
      Still, whether he doesn't understand, he shook his head from side to side.
    

    
      “I heard the story from Isolde, but you are also quite a strange guy. I didn't expect an Order clergyman, not anyone else, would say he learns something from me.”
    

    
      “There is no high or low in learning. If one has the mind to do so, one can ask for teaching even from a vagrant wandering back alleys.”
    

    
      “Ha. What can't one do with words.”
    

    
      The sound of snorting was also brief.
    

    
      Neil packed the medicinal herb bag.
    

    
      “If the sound you just babbled is sincere, follow me. If it is a lie that won't work, it is obvious you will make whining sounds and go back soon.”
    

    
      “Please treat me well for today.”
    

    
      “Whether it will become a day indeed or a few minutes, we will know soon.”
    

    
      The blunt answer was still only cold.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Neil stopped his steps at the entrance of the swamp.
    

    
      He began to take out a few items from the bag he brought.
    

    
      “Is there nothing I can help with?”
    

    
      “If there is a suitable stone, pick it up and bring it. Since it is a pedestal for placing offerings, it just needs to have shape.”
    

    
      Lawrence picked up and brought a stone with a moderately formed shape.
    

    
      Just in case, I packed large and small stones one each, but Neil grabbed the medium-sized stone among them and laid it in front of his feet.
    

    
      “This is the offering offered to the Spirit.”
    

    
      Lawrence said while looking at the items that came out of the sack.
    

    
      Blood and animal skin whose identity could not be known.
    

    
      It was somewhat repulsive to express as an offering.
    

    
      As if reading such a boy's mind, Neil said.
    

    
      “Originally, we offer fruits or things to eat. But since there is no spare now, we replace it with this.”
    

    
      Laying the animal skin on the stone and sprinkling blood.
    

    
      A fishy yet disgusting smell crept up.
    

    
      “Since you belong to the Order, it doesn't matter if you don't do it. Since it is offering tributes to the Spirit, if your Goddess knew, you would buy anger.”
    

    
      “The Goddess, with love and mercy….”
    

    
      “Forget it. I don't know such things. Just do as you please.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      As if telling me not to explain one by one, Neil waved his hand.
    

    
      Standing in front of the offering, he calmly touched his head to the ground.
    

    
      His two palms were facing the sky, and the appearance with even breathing sounds killed as much as possible was pious somehow.
    

    
      Lawrence, who watched this for a moment, followed that action.
    

    
      How long has it been since bowing the head in front of the offering?
    

    
      By the time the nose became paralyzed by the smell of blood, Neil stood up from his seat.
    

    
      “When I heard you say you would learn, I wondered if perhaps. Even so, I didn't know you would even follow something like this.”
    

    
      Having thrown the blood-soaked skin to the opposite side, he clicked his tongue.
    

    
      “Right now, I am asking for teaching from Mr. Neil. Then, following and respecting that method is natural behavior.”
    

    
      “You. Are you really a clergyman of the Order?”
    

    
      “I am a slightly unusual case.”
    

    
      Everything is by necessity.
    

    
      Because being active as a pilgrim is much more comfortable to move.
    

    
      It's not that I don't have faith, but if asked if I am devout, Lawrence's feeling was that he didn't know well.
    

    
      “This is, you see. Offering prayers to Spirits before going out to the swamp. Praying for safety today. That we will obtain daily food from the Spirit, the mother of nature, to explain fully is a bit complicated, but roughly such a story. The important thing is offering tributes holding a heart of gratitude to the spirits.”
    

    
      “It is no different from prayers offered to the Goddess.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      As if telling me not to treat them the same, Neil crumpled his expression severely.
    

    
      “What kind of person is the Spirit?”
    

    
      “Goddess Belche whom you serve is not the only god. Humans become soil and return to the earth just like nature, and we live eating crops that come from such earth. Since our ancestors' time, we called such a cycle of nature Spirits and served them. Well, recently thanks to a certain Order, they are busy being treated as superstition, but.”
    

    
      There is a bone in his words.
    

    
      Since it was awkward to answer anything, Lawrence saved his words.
    

    
      As expected, is it a little different?
    

    
      The Spirit Neil speaks of is an existence different from the Spirit of the Astral World.
    

    
      The Spirit Acheron spoke of is a mighty existence like Red Eyes.
    

    
      On the other hand, the Spirit he speaks of is a neighbor of the Astral World.
    

    
      So it felt like speaking of an existence close to a fairy.
    

    
      “From now on, we will enter the swamp to gather medicinal herbs in earnest. Be as careful as possible with footsteps. And do not open your mouth until I say it is okay to speak. If you cannot listen to my instructions even now, you may return to the village at this point.”
    

    
      “I will keep it in mind.”
    

    
      At the serious voice, Lawrence nodded.
    

    
      “Good. Then receive this first.”
    

    
      “Neil took out strange clothes from the sack.
    

    
      Upon receiving and looking, a smell like something rotting rose from the clothes.
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      I don't know about other things, but there is one thing Lawrence cannot stand.
    

    
      Smell.
    

    
      Terrible stench reminded him of the days wandering back alleys.
    

    
      Facing the disgusting smell, he dropped the clothes far away.
    

    
      “If you can't wear it, return now. That is our lifeline. You have to wear that to catch things to eat and monsters won't gather either.”
    

    
      “Weren't we going just to dig medicinal herbs?”
    

    
      “How do we make a living in this swamp with just medicinal herbs. We hunt too and gather fruits too. Only then do we barely make ends meet.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Managing facial expression is hard.
    

    
      Making all sorts of expressions was brief.
    

    
      At the sound of giggling laughter as if saying look at that, stubbornness arose.
    

    
      Lawrence draped the stinking skin over his robe.
    

    
      “Done. Let's go.”
    

    
      Neil, having covered himself with his share of skin before I knew it, advanced into the swamp.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Isolde bent her body as much as possible while holding a small dagger.
    

    
      The gaze staring at Lawrence from a low posture shone sharply.
    

    
      I do not release tension in the hand aiming the short spear.
    

    
      The advantage of reach is on this side.
    

    
      Because there is an absolute length difference between spear and dagger.
    

    
      If only I can maintain distance, she cannot approach recklessly either.
    

    
      Check is short.
    

    
      Just showing spirit is enough.
    

    
      There is no need to stab impatiently.
    

    
      The time retrieving the spear after thrusting is the most dangerous.
    

    
      It is better to follow the opponent's movement as much as possible.
    

    
      Watch Isolde's every move.
    

    
      Body shaking regularly following breathing.
    

    
      The figure rides a rhythm back and forth as if about to run out any moment.
    

    
      She comes.
    

    
      The moment I reflexively thrust the short spear forward.
    

    
      Lawrence lost sight of her, who transformed into a wild dog.
    

    
      A chill was felt under the neck.
    

    
      Looking down, a sharp dagger was aiming at the neck.
    

    
      Just a single leap.
    

    
      Isolde, narrowing the distance in a single breath, grasped the boy's life.
    

    
      “I lost.”
    

    
      Lawrence raised two hands.
    

    
      I was defeated without a chance to use my hands.
    

    
      If this were real combat, the dagger would have pierced the neck without a shred of mercy.
    

    
      “Even ten lives would be insufficient. You said you use a spear with this skill quite well.”
    

    
      She, withdrawing the dagger, frowned.
    

    
      “It is not that I am weak, but Isolde is strong.”
    

    
      “Say something that makes sense. I am rear charge, not front charge. This is nothing more than running nimbly and stabbing.”
    

    
      I know without being told.
    

    
      The dagger was basic equipment to the last.
    

    
      The weapon Isolde handled undertaking requests is a bow.
    

    
      “Just who did you learn spearmanship from?”
    

    
      “I learned by myself.”
    

    
      “Aha. So it's in this shape.”
    

    
      As if understanding only now, she nodded.
    

    
      “I wondered since you said you use a spear. I thought you would know staff techniques at least.”
    

    
      “Staff techniques?”
    

    
      “If you say clergyman of the Order, staff technique is basic. I thought you used a spear as an extension of that. But if you trained alone, it can't be helped even if it's a mess.”
    

    
      “Even so, isn't calling it a mess too much? Even looking like this, I caught Goblins or Under Wolves without a problem.”
    

    
      “That must have been thanks to magic too. Comparing having something to rely on in case of emergency and not having it is a tremendous difference.”
    

    
      “That is….”
    

    
      There is no way to deny it.
    

    
      It's not that I dealt with monsters purely with just a short spear either.
    

    
      Because it is true that mostly I fought after creating situations with magic.
    

    
      “Is it that terrible even in Isolde's view?”
    

    
      I feel my confidence breaking for no reason.
    

    
      It is hard to pass over thinking it must be just so.
    

    
      Looking only at mercenary experience, Isolde has twice as much as Lawrence.
    

    
      “Yeah. With this skill, you can't even catch a single jaguar.”
    

    
      In short, it means it is serious.
    

    
      Since it means I cannot deal with even the most common demonic beast in the swamp.
    

    
      “I cannot stay like this. Do you perhaps have no knowledge of the spear?”
    

    
      “Spear? Wouldn't it be better to ask me to teach you the dagger instead?”
    

    
      As if hearing it only as a joke, she laughed.
    

    
      “Isn't life precious? If you really want to handle a spear, pay money and learn. You have to do at least that much to use spearmanship that works in real combat.”
    

    
      “If there is a person Isolde recommends, I want to hear.”
    

    
      “Well. It's not that there are none…. I don't know if there is a person who would teach you spearmanship in our village.”
    

    
      Those words also have a point.
    

    
      Recalling people's antagonism toward the Order, asking for teaching in the village is not a good idea.
    

    
      “How about staff technique instead? If it's about Head Priest level, he seems likely to be very proficient in staff technique too.”
    

    
      “Spear and staff are strictly different. And among the Order's teachings, there is a rule avoiding killing.”
    

    
      Ignatius also knows Lawrence is active as a mercenary.
    

    
      If he learns the reason for learning staff technique, I didn't think the devout man would readily bestow teaching.
    

    
      “Then go to Albred Port and look for a Meister or something.”
    

    
      “Where is Albred Port again?”
    

    
      “You don't know Albred Port? It is a city where the best merchants and handicraftsmen gather. Rumors circulate saying even rats do hammering there. Since it is the best city for learning skills. Go visit sometime.”
    

    
      Did she see the two people's sparring end?
    

    
      Doris holding a water bottle approached with quick steps.
    

    
      “Both of you suffered a lot.”
    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    
      Isolde drank as soon as she received the water bottle.
    

    
      Lawrence also lifted water. Although not very cool, it seeped like sweet rain into the body that hadn't relaxed tension from sparring.
    

    
      “Your complexion became much better.”
    

    
      “It is all thanks to Mr. Lawrence. The medicine made at the monastery is working well on my body.”
    

    
      The girl answered with a shy smile.
    

    
      Although we couldn't obtain Tyray, the fantasy medicinal herb.
    

    
      The medicinal herbs obtained in the swamp while going around with Neil these few days were recovering Doris's body quickly.
    

    
      Like this, she comes out of the house sometimes and basks in the sunlight too.
    

    
      It seems she goes around various places in the village with Isolde.
    

    
      “Mr. Lawrence, don't feel too frustrated either. Although it is difficult now, if you count one two three, all hard memories will fly away.”
    

    
      “One two…? What did you say?”
    

    
      “It means good things will come soon if you count one two three.”
    

    
      “There are really all sorts of sayings here.”
    

    
      “That didn't come from our village.”
    

    
      Isolde, emptying the water bottle, said.
    

    
      “Recently a bard visited the inn. It is a sound that bard always carries in his mouth.”
    

    
      “Bard…. A rare guest came again.”
    

    
      Even when in Hilton Village, sometimes bards visited.
    

    
      Playing a string instrument called a lute, they raised their voices with songs.
    

    
      On days bards visited, Lawrence was also busy listening at the inn.
    

    
      A bard's song is different from a peddler's trade story.
    

    
      Legends and myths. Heroic tales singing hope.
    

    
      The Sword Saint, the guardian deity of the kingdom, and the Fraudster of Promise.
    

    
      Among them, the Fraudster of Promise was a story appearing like a regular.
    

    
      Undefeated Caelo Matahari.
    

    
      Perfect Leventor Santaelu.
    

    
      Ever-victorious Lanches Crocell.
    

    
      Wandering Van.
    

    
      Children who heard the songs all carried wooden swords without exception.
    

    
      “The song is song, but. He is incredibly handsome.”
    

    
      Doris, with flushed cheeks, covered her mouth.
    

    
      “Really. With blond hair and all, he looked exactly like a noble.”
    

    
      “If even Isolde says so to that extent, he must be really handsome.”
    

    
      “Don't be too sad. Honestly, I think you will also become a cool man if a few years pass.”
    

    
      Although right now you are a kid, lowering her voice, she giggled.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Lawrence, responding with a hollow laugh, headed to the shade avoiding the sunlight.
    

    
      Today's sparring is practically no different from finished.
    

    
      Isolde and Doris also took seats next to him and sat down.
    

    
      “What does Uncle Neil say?”
    

    
      “To speak honestly, I don't know well.”
    

    
      “It isn't an easy matter. Still, seeing you go around together until now, there is possibility. Uncle Neil has a nasty temper so he always goes alone or accompanies only about Ulbaniero.”
    

    
      “Nasty temper, you say….”
    

    
      “Why? It's true. There are many times I get startled too.”
    

    
      Lawrence made a bitter smile.
    

    
      Even so, agreeing rashly is difficult.
    

    
      Furthermore, if that is a story close to backbiting, even more so.
    

    
      “Big sister….”
    

    
      Doris also has an expression wanting to say something.
    

    
      Whether the two people's reaction was different from what she thought, she turned her gaze carefully.
    

    
      “No. I mean the words are like that. I am absolutely not saying it because he charges expensive medicinal herb costs.”
    

    
      Asking if it would hurt to discount a bit, Isolde grumbled.
    

    
      If it is a money problem, it is awkward for Lawrence to say anything too.
    

    
      Because spending increases more than usual is also due to changing the medicine.
    

    
      Fortunately the medicinal effect is working now, but since we failed to mix Tyray, we don't know when, what, and how it will change.
    

    
      Fantasy medicinal herb growing only in the swamp's deep part….
    

    
      It would be good if we could obtain it.
    

    
      “Oh right, last night Ronan and Garic came and went.”
    

    
      “It feels like hearing the two people's names after a long time.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Hearing those words, it seems they haven't gone to you yet. Indeed, since I said I was busy.”
    

    
      “Is there something happening?”
    

    
      At Lawrence's counter-question, she shook her head.
    

    
      “Not a big deal. Since the rainy season is coming soon, they said let's go catch Alligators. While at it, asking for the guide role as well.”
    

    
      “I didn't know they went around catching Alligators too. That bundle of money appearing only in the swamp of the rainy season…. No. I mean demonic beast.”
    

    
      For an instant, words came out wrong.
    

    
      It is because the byproduct value the receptionist mentioned came to mind first.
    

    
      “It's okay. In our swamp, sure money-making is about Alligators. Usually in the dry season, many mercenaries rest once or go to other regions to earn money. And return in the rainy season, spending time like that.”
    

    
      “It seems Alligator leather is really lucrative.”
    

    
      “It is tremendous. To the extent there is a saying that even if there are no mines in our territory, there is Alligator leather.”
    

    
      “Is it okay not to go?”
    

    
      “Because there is something more urgent right now. It's not that I don't have saved money, so I think it will work out somehow.”
    

    
      Isolde's eyes looking at Doris harbored a warm light.
    

    
      For family, one can do anything.
    

    
      I felt like I knew a little reason why Isolde is strong.
    

    

  Chapter 43: Chapter 43

    
      Chapter 43 : Rainy season (1)
    

    
      “No. No. Did you forget everything I said last time already? Don't you see dried droppings? 
    

    
      That is a path small wild animals go back and forth.”
    

    
      Neil's sharp voice put a brake on Lawrence's foot.
    

    
      I stop my steps. Looking carefully at the dry ground, black droppings like peanuts were rolling around there.
    

    
      A place barely visible only when putting strength into eyes.
    

    
      Droppings rolling between tree roots only elicited a hollow laugh.
    

    
      “Do you see this because you want to see it?”
    

    
      “It is not seeing with eyes but smelling with the nose. I must have told you several times.”
    

    
      “Smelling, you say….”
    

    
      At the end of Lawrence's gaze was the stinking leather clothes.
    

    
      How can one smell?
    

    
      When entering the swamp, we wear this terrible thing every time.
    

    
      Because it's a smell I absolutely couldn't get used to, my nose had been paralyzed for several days already. Neil's nose, catching the smell of droppings through this stench, was undoubtedly an object beyond common sense.
    

    
      “How clever are the guys. Would they not know we came and went? Because of your rash action, they won't return to this spot again.”
    

    
      Today as well, Lawrence was going back and forth in the swamp with Neil.
    

    
      Like Isolde's guarantee. He was the person who knew Ulbazar Swamp best among the people the boy had met so far.
    

    
      They look the same but nothing is the same.
    

    
      There are paths where big and small wild animals go back and forth in the swamp too.
    

    
      There was a way to distinguish dangerous paths monsters travel.
    

    
      “It's too dangerous to continue. We are going back. Do you see the brown stain on that tree over there? It is jaguar feces. It is a warning not to come in further because this is their territory.”
    

    
      “I can handle about jaguars by myself.”
    

    
      They aren't particularly dangerous opponents either.
    

    
      One cannot make a living as a mercenary if getting scared one by one at the most commonly encountered demonic beast in this swamp.
    

    
      “You know one but not two. You have to think about after catching it.”
    

    
      “This is not an area with many monsters. I know the escape route well too. Protecting Mr. Neil and returning to the village is nothing.”
    

    
      “This is why mercenaries…. Right. You guys just make a mess and go to another place, and that's it. You don't think even a bit about us who remain here.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      At Lawrence's counter-question, Neil frowned.
    

    
      “Think about it. If you hunt a pack of jaguars that made a territory here, who do you think will take that empty place instead?”
    

    
      “That is…. Wouldn't other wild animals take the spot?”
    

    
      “A very hopeful expectation. Of course, like you said, wild animals might make a nest. But usually, they cannot. There is no guy who dares to take a spot here where the smell of demonic beasts is deeply imbued.”
    

    
      Demonic beast droppings.
    

    
      The traces they left vibrated with a terrible stench.
    

    
      Could sensitive wild animals possibly overcome the smell that even humans find hard to approach?
    

    
      “Eventually, only the same demonic beasts or monsters come to the place where demonic beasts were. Then consider the worst case. The time when Alligators or Bugbears come to this spot. Would you mercenaries obediently subjugate those things? No way. It would be fortunate if you don't ask for more compensation while mentioning the request.”
    

    
      “I apologize. My thought was short.”
    

    
      Lawrence admitted his fault.
    

    
      I shouldn't have thought with a mercenary's mind.
    

    
      Whether demonic beasts or monsters. First of all, it's not the end once caught.
    

    
      To the residents living on this land, it was a problem concerning livelihood.
    

    
      “It is fortunate if you understood. Make sure to tell your smart mercenary friends too.”
    

    
      Still, they say time heals everything.
    

    
      Neil's attitude, which had been consistently sharp, also changed gradually.
    

    
      “By the way, Mr. Neil really has good eyes.”
    

    
      “Because I have to see to live. If I can't see, it's just perfect for dying.”
    

    
      “Is there any knack?”
    

    
      “Where is such a thing. I just do it because I die if I can't.”
    

    
      Returning a cold answer was also brief.
    

    
      Gathering medicinal herbs with soil-stained hands, he continued speaking.
    

    
      “Smell is more important than seeing. It is not just a story of the swamp. Keep in mind. 
    

    
      Whether humans, beasts, demonic beasts, or monsters. Everyone is bound to leave traces while living. Just being able to smell those traces means getting one lifeline to rely on.”
    

    
      It is not words meant to boast.
    

    
      He sometimes threw advice close to counsel.
    

    
      “Breathing and living leaves traces for everything. Sometimes people who know nothing say there is no such thing. That is speaking without knowing anything.”
    

    
      At the word traces, Lawrence recalled the Spider Forest.
    

    
      “Then what should I do to not leave traces?”
    

    
      “Chasing that didn't show a sign of ending, beyond terrible.
    

    
      Now I didn't want to undergo such an experience ever again.
    

    
      “What on earth did you hear? It is impossible not to leave traces. You just make an effort as much as possible to reduce and erase traces. Use the surrounding environment. Bushes if it's a forest. Dried vegetation if it's a swamp. It is reducing the traces left in that spot even a little if possible.”
    

    
      Neil made a gesture of sweeping the surroundings with bushes.
    

    
      “What you have to be careful of is that you must not break tree branches or pluck grass with your hands. Since that is also an act leaving traces, it is important to reduce your traces using natural traces that fell naturally.”
    

    
      “Then if I do as Mr. Neil's method, can I erase most of the traces?”
    

    
      “Most, if you say so.”
    

    
      However, Neil continued speaking.
    

    
      “For sensitive monsters or wild animals, the story is different. With tricks like this prank, you can only deceive fellow humans.”
    

    
      “That much is enough.”
    

    
      “No. There are exceptions for humans too.”
    

    
      “Do you mean experts like Mr. Neil?”
    

    
      “Someone like me is nothing. I don't know if you have heard. About the Great Hunters of the Great Desert.”
    

    
      Great Hunter?
    

    
      There was something that came to mind at the name Great Desert.
    

    
      “If it is Great Desert, it seems you are talking about Anavram Great Desert. Is that correct?”
    

    
      “That is so. They call it Sultaniya Kingdom. I heard Anavram Great Desert is above the Kingdom of Sand. And Danama Wetland is below. Silent hunters of the Great Desert. Silent hunters reigning over the wetland. Those with pitch-black bodies engraved with tattoos are called Great Hunters.”
    

    
      Pitch-black body and tattoos.
    

    
      Lawrence remembered seeing the description Neil mentioned.
    

    
      Chaser of the Spider Forest.
    

    
      He was similar to the chaser who aimed for the boy until the moment of dying.
    

    
      “Right. The person you met is surely a human of the Sultaniya Kingdom. But he probably isn't a Great Hunter. Do you remember the shape of the tattoo engraved on the body perhaps?”
    

    
      “I do not remember up to that.”
    

    
      It was when I suffered from extreme pursuit.
    

    
      It wasn't a leisurely enough situation to examine tattoos.
    

    
      “That is a pity. I heard humans of Sultaniya Kingdom have different shapes of tattoos engraved on their bodies respectively. Probably the guy you met has a high probability of being an exile.”
    

    
      “Exile? Do you mean a person chased out from the kingdom?”
    

    
      “I don't know the details either. They say in Sultaniya Kingdom, if one commits a crime, there is a punishment of exiling to another country. I heard nine out of ten people who came to other countries are all such exiles.”
    

    
      Is it the same everywhere people live?
    

    
      It seems Sultaniya Kingdom also harbors problems in its own way.
    

    
      “Mr. Neil seems to have a lot of interest in the Sultaniya Kingdom.”
    

    
      “Because that is my dream. Meeting a Great Hunter of Sultaniya Kingdom acknowledged by the Great Desert and Wetland. Going back and forth to the swamp risking my life every time is for such a reason.”
    

    
      “…I hope you can achieve that dream without fail.”
    

    
      Because I was surprised for a moment, the answer was late.
    

    
      Because I didn't know the word dream would come out from the mouth of a grown adult.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      How long has it been since I went on herbal gathering with Neil?
    

    
      Now the two people began to coordinate well.
    

    
      Like the saying, knowing is power. Lawrence realized within these few days that the swamp is no different from the forest.
    

    
      Neil was certainly an expert of the swamp.
    

    
      He deduced situations based on traces remaining all over the swamp.
    

    
      Ten out of ten.
    

    
      There was no case where his prediction missed.
    

    
      “Around here is still a place familiar to us. Whether it's the dry season or rainy season. It is a place where territories of wild animals and monsters are almost fixed. Unless an unexpected event happens, the possibility of an accident occurring is low.”
    

    
      Of course, that is when based on a person who knows the swamp.
    

    
      Just having an eye capable of reading traces allowed knowing danger in advance and avoiding it.
    

    
      The result of constantly accompanying the herbal gathering.
    

    
      Lawrence also became able to imitate roughly.
    

    
      I became able to distinguish traces of monsters and wild animals.
    

    
      “Quite impressive. Remember without forgetting. As long as you are a mercenary wandering the world, you will be able to use it properly wherever you go.”
    

    
      Eating and defecating are not different for humans or monsters.
    

    
      From monsters' defecation, a terribly disgusting smell rose, and not enough with that, it harbored poison killing even the surrounding environment.
    

    
      So I realized why there were many barren lands in Hilton Village.
    

    
      Because of Under Wolves.
    

    
      Hilton Village where numerous Under Wolves took seats.
    

    
      The surrounding environment couldn't endure the toxins they excreted and ended up dying.
    

    
      “As you can see, old animal droppings hardly smell. They don't kill trees or grass, and conversely, there are many times they enrich nature.”
    

    
      On the other hand, the territory where ordinary wild animals live is different.
    

    
      Although it is hard to find a blade of grass in the area, jaguars are active.
    

    
      In the land where vegetation bloomed, snakes or other bugs were busy crawling around.
    

    
      “Let me ask just one thing.”
    

    
      “You may speak.”
    

    
      Lawrence guarded Neil's back as he dug medicinal herbs.
    

    
      “Why are you doing this to this extent?”
    

    
      “Isn't it natural to make a living?”
    

    
      “No. I am not talking about mercenary work. I am talking about Isolde and Doris.”
    

    
      “I do not understand well what you mean.”
    

    
      Shaking off soil-stained grass roots, Neil continued speaking.
    

    
      “Whether met through mercenary work or whatever. Looking closely, isn't it other people's business? It's not like those sisters did anything for you. I am asking if there is a need to go this far, even accompanying my herbal gathering.”
    

    
      “Love and mercy are the basic ideologies of the Holy Cross Order.”
    

    
      “I didn't ask to hear such a sound.”
    

    
      I know.
    

    
      It was just a light joke.
    

    
      “I do not particularly think this is work for the two people. I am accompanying the herbal gathering like this because I also have something I want.”
    

    
      “You mean the guide matter?”
    

    
      Lawrence nodded.
    

    
      “Yes. I know it is a difficult request. So I understand even if Mr. Neil says he cannot accept being a guide. However, no matter what happens, I must go to the swamp's deep part.”
    

    
      “So you are doing this even bending your pride.”
    

    
      “As I told you, I am doing it all for me to make a living. In the meantime, I can help people I know too, so there is nothing better than this.”
    

    
      “Only listing sounds of a good person. Is that also all teaching of that mighty Order?”
    

    
      “No way. Doesn't a smile suit a child's face?”
    

    
      “Not even funny. Saying child looking at whom….”
    

    
      A light snort rang out.
    

    
      However, whether he doesn't deny it, he saved his words.
    

    
      “Well, I admit you are an amazing guy one way or another.”
    

    
      “It seems like the first time Mr. Neil praised me.”
    

    
      “Does it look like praising? While working as an herbalist, I met this and that person too, but I see a human with as much affection as you for the first time. Do not trust people too much. If a guy making a living day by day as a mercenary acts that clumsily, it is easy to get backstabbed someday.”
    

    
      That was similar to advice heard sometime.
    

    
      “Strange. Do I look like I trust people that well? I trust Mr. Neil or Isolde because I faced them that much.”
    

    
      “Do not think what you saw is everything of that person.”
    

    
      Neil cut Lawrence's answer in a single stroke.
    

    
      “No matter how good a person is, they are bound to have appearances hidden from others. If that is limited only to money problems, it is fortunate. But people can commit any act for family.”
    

    
      “Are you telling me to be careful of Isolde?”
    

    
      “Where would only that child be so? Every person is the same. Me too. You too. It means if such a situation comes, no one knows what choice one will make.”
    

    
      “…I will keep it in mind.”
    

    
      Let's take it to heart.
    

    
      It is words giving much food for thought.
    

    
      Even having experienced this and that, Lawrence was still young.
    

    
      I shouldn't ignore the advice of an adult who lived experiencing life's harsh storms.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Swaaa.
    

    
      Rain that started overnight showed no sign of stopping easily.
    

    
      Gloomy sky where not a point of sunlight can be found.
    

    
      Even though it is morning, only darkness can be found in the outside scenery.
    

    
      It is to the extent of doubting if this is really the swamp Lawrence knows.
    

    
      No need for anyone to tell me.
    

    
      Finally, the rainy season came to Ulbazar Swamp.
    

    
      Lawrence, thinking the time had come, looked for Ignatius.
    

    
      “I thought you would come. You waited really long.”
    

    
      “Not at all. Since the Holy Land doesn't run away. In the meantime, I could accumulate a lot of valuable experiences in the swamp.”
    

    
      Compared to when I first came to the swamp, really many parts grew.
    

    
      Including experiential aspects as well as magic.
    

    
      “That must also be the Goddess's will wishing for Brother to finish preparations.”
    

    
      He, gathering two hands together, bowed his head slightly.
    

    
      At the end of it, a statue of the Goddess brightening the chapel was placed.
    

    
      “Since the rainy season just started, there must be Bugbears remaining in the nest yet. It must be a busy period moving young ones to a safe place.”
    

    
      “Then do you mean I have to wait a bit more? To use the river where water drains, I think I have to wait until water fills the nest completely….”
    

    
      “No. There is time taken to go from the swamp's entrance to the deep part. Considering it is the rainy season, it is safe to consider it takes at least more than a month.”
    

    
      The time it took to go from Remington Village to Randall Ranch, which is about the middle of the swamp, was exactly one month.
    

    
      However, back then, we moved protecting cattle with the Ulbaniero.
    

    
      Since we moved as a group with mercenaries, the party's speed was not fast even as empty words.
    

    
      “Considering moving alone, I should depart immediately.”
    

    
      Unfortunately, I couldn't find a guide.
    

    
      As the rainy season approached, Neil also didn't go out to the swamp.
    

    
      Regrettably, in the herbal gathering accompanied together, he didn't say any words regarding the guide matter.
    

    
      Although it is a pity things didn't unravel as intended.
    

    
      I learned the swamp from Mr. Neil thinking of such a case.
    

    
      Even if it takes a little time, I see I can arrive safely at the Holy Land.
    

    
      “No. You do not need to do so. Really fortunately, there was a person who stepped forward as a guide in the village hearing Brother's name.”
    

    
      Lawrence, seeing the person entering the chapel, opened his eyes wide.
    

    
      “Mr. Neil?”
    

    
      “Yeah. It's me.”
    

    
      The middle-aged man in shabby attire was Neil.
    

    
      “Is the herbal work okay?”
    

    
      “The rainy season is not a good period to dig medicinal herbs. It is a period where medicinal herbs grow, eating water falling from the sky.”
    

    
      As if asking if I don't know even that, he snorted.
    

    
      “Mr. Neil is a veteran guide, famous even in Remington Village. Unless it is quite a job, he is not a person who lends a hand. Knowing Brother Lawrence heads to the swamp's deep part, he came readily to help.”
    

    
      “Mr. Neil….”
    

    
      “Don't look with a gross expression. I came only because of medicinal herbs. Didn't you say Tyray is needed for Doris to get better? Since I have to go once anyway, nothing changes with one companion increasing.”
    

    
      A cold answer returned, but Lawrence knew that wasn't sincere.
    

    
      Even if it is because of Tyray.
    

    
      Is there a need for Neil to go that difficult path?
    

    
      He stepped forward rolling up his sleeves purely for Lawrence.
    

    
      It is a short if short and not so long connection, but.
    

    
      To give help in a matter where life might be in danger.
    

    
      “It is reassuring if Mr. Neil performs the guide role.”
    

    
      “Don't be too relieved. I don't know about me, but you don't know the swamp well yet. Furthermore, the river where the water drains you are looking for is a place famous as the worst place even within the swamp. A place one doesn't even go near unless wanting to die.”
    

    
      “Then why did Mr. Neil come?”
    

    
      “Well, an acquaintance says he is going to die. If it were you, would you stay still?”
    

    
      Saying I should do something, Neil crumpled his expression severely.
    

    
      “Thank you, Mr. Neil.”
    

    
      “Give thanks later with alcohol. After everything ends and we return to the village, you are buying.”
    

    
      Why wouldn't I know what those words mean.
    

    
      Neil was talking on the premise that the two people return safely to the village.
    

    
      Because life must be attached to buy alcohol or eat rice.
    

    
      “Understood. With a glad heart, I will buy.”
    

    
      Lawrence reached out his hand toward Neil.
    

    
      He looked as if very reluctant, then soon grasped that hand.
    

    
      Unlike the reaction sensitive in every matter, small warmth was felt in Neil's hand.
    

    
      Who is saying who has a lot of affection?
    

    
      This man spitting out blunt words was also a person with as much affection as Lawrence.
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      Chapter 44 : Rainy season (2)
    

    
      Preparation for heading to the Holy Land finished sooner than expected.
    

    
      Most necessary preparations were provided by Ignatius.
    

    
      From the time he heard the story that Lawrence was looking for the Holy Land.
    

    
      It seems he had embarked on preliminary work to climb the pilgrimage route.
    

    
      After contemplation, I decided not to take the spear.
    

    
      No matter what words I use to wrap it, my proficiency isn't that high.
    

    
      Considering the time spent in the swamp, I thought it would just become a burden along with maintenance.
    

    
      Thanks to that, it was 3 days later that I departed for the Holy Land.
    

    
      “Thank you for exerting effort in various ways, Head Priest.”
    

    
      “I truly have nothing to say even with ten mouths.
    

    
      Not only did I come suddenly and become indebted, but receiving this and that help, Lawrence's head was bound to bow deeply.
    

    
      “Compared to Brother's suffering advancing on a difficult path, this is nothing. Please, I hope the Goddess's will Brother wishes for is at the end of this pilgrimage route.”
    

    
      Ignatius called Irene who was waiting behind.
    

    
      “Give the aforementioned item to Brother Lawrence.”
    

    
      “Yes. I was waiting, Head Priest.”
    

    
      She held out the item she was holding carefully to Lawrence.
    

    
      “This is…?”
    

    
      The item Ignatius prepared was a robe.
    

    
      And not the pure white robe commonly seen in the Order, but a dark-colored robe mixed evenly with black and gray.
    

    
      “It is a cassock that one is qualified to wear starting from Official Priest. It is an item requested from St. Sophia Temple. Because the item arriving from the Vatican was a bit delayed, I couldn't give it to you earlier.”
    

    
      “Are you saying you prepared it for me?”
    

    
      “Yes. It will be a big help to Brother climbing the pilgrimage route.”
    

    
      Except for having many wrinkles, there isn't a big difference from a general robe.
    

    
      However, it was safe to say there was almost no weight felt in the two hands holding the cassock.
    

    
      “It is a cassock imbued with High Priest Benedict's miracle. Not only is it strong against heat and cold, but compared to ordinary robes, it is much sturdier and tougher. Since it is an item that is even waterproof to a small extent, I am certain it will be suitable for rough mercenary life too.”
    

    
      It is as he said.
    

    
      Rainwater flowing down along the wrinkles wet the corridor floor.
    

    
      Despite raindrops splashing on the cassock, moisture could not easily seep in.
    

    
      “Really, words of gratitude are insufficient no matter how many times given to the Head Priest.”
    

    
      “I wish that gratitude be given to the Goddess, not me. All this is the result of Brother Lawrence's effort. Because the Goddess is watching over everyone with love and mercy.”
    

    
      Ignatius held a benevolent smile.
    

    
      That was close to a nuance that he knew what efforts the boy had made until now.
    

    
      “I hope you spread the Goddess's will widely in the future too.”
    

    
      The words that could be raised to the mouth were fixed.
    

    
      “May the Goddess’s blessing be with you.”
    

    
      “Please, may the Goddess’s blessing be with Brother's path ahead too.”
    

    
      Lawrence, finishing his greeting, left St. Dominic Monastery behind.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Lawrence joined Neil at Remington Village.
    

    
      At the promised Mercenary Guild, he was drinking cool water.
    

    
      “Today it is not alcohol.”
    

    
      “It is too early to raise a toast yet.”
    

    
      I take a seat opposite him and sit down.
    

    
      Simple snacks to appease hunger were on the table.
    

    
      Below the chair, organized luggage for two people was seen.
    

    
      “The robe changed.”
    

    
      “Can you recognize it? This is called a cassock. It is a formal attire that can be worn starting from Official Priest even in the Order.”
    

    
      Words flowed out like fluent water.
    

    
      I was itching to boast to someone anyway.
    

    
      “Official Priest? Then are you also the same status as that priest in the monastery?”
    

    
      “Hmm…. I think that is different. Since I didn't go through the completion process and am a slightly unusual case.”
    

    
      Official Priest. Nonsense.
    

    
      Lawrence hasn't even listened to the necessary education course as a Trainee Priest.
    

    
      Although I received this and that teaching from Ignatius since becoming indebted to St. 
    

    
      Dominic Monastery, one absolutely couldn't call that learning deep.
    

    
      It would be correct to think of the cassock as a gift prepared for the boy who will walk a difficult path in the future to the last.
    

    
      “Listening to your story, the Order doesn't seem like such a stiff group either.”
    

    
      “I don't know well about the upper line either. I think today's matter is the result of Head Priest Ignatius paying attention.”
    

    
      The wearing sensation of the cassock was better than expected.
    

    
      The robe Edith Noona gave was clothes made considering Lawrence's body shape so it was somewhat comfortable to move in, but the supply robe received from St. Dominic Monastery was not so.
    

    
      Even though I received the smallest robe, the sleeve length went well over the hands, and I had to go around with the hem folded in half so it wouldn't touch the floor.
    

    
      Needless to speak of movement being uncomfortable.
    

    
      Legs didn't go up properly, and once heat started to set in, the robe soaked in sweat returned only an unpleasant wearing sensation.
    

    
      But the cassock has none of that.
    

    
      Not only is it much thinner compared to the robe, but the heat also felt broken by a layer. 
    

    
      There was even a holy cloth with cross embroidery, like the symbol of the Order, attached to the back.
    

    
      Guessing from the words that High Priest Benedict's miracle is imbued.
    

    
      Surely a mystery the boy doesn't know must be dwelling in it.
    

    
      At the present point going to the lost Holy Land, where would there be a better gift than this?
    

    
      That was the reason a smile wasn't easily erased from Lawrence's face.
    

    
      “By the way, is there something happening? It seems like the first time seeing such a busy guild.”
    

    
      Despite being daytime, the guild was busy without room to step.
    

    
      In front of the request bulletin board, mercenaries who knew how to read walked around busily, and the long line at the reception desk was also overflowing with mercenaries looking for useful work.
    

    
      “Unlike the dry season, mercenaries' work increases sharply during the rainy season. Guys who were shrinking away avoiding the heat come out to their own territory. It means humans and monsters think the same thing.”
    

    
      Neil said while chewing peanuts for pastime.
    

    
      “Bugbear subjugation is also most frequent at this time. It is also the purpose of mercenaries coming from outside. Since we also reduce the increased number of Bugbears, there is no reason to refuse recklessly.”
    

    
      “So there were so many faces seen for the first time. The guild overflowing with vitality even during the day feels somewhat unfamiliar.”
    

    
      “Hmph. This is normal. Any village operates only when there are people. To endure the dry dry season, one must earn money tightly in this period.”
    

    
      Come to think of it, the receptionist also told such a story.
    

    
      That the swamp of the dry season is off-season.
    

    
      And the swamp of the rainy season is peak season.
    

    
      Then among these people, there must be many mercenaries who came to catch Alligators.
    

    
      If it weren't for the Holy Land matter, wouldn't Lawrence have joined the Alligator subjugation too?
    

    
      “Is there anything I should know before departing for the swamp?”
    

    
      “Plenty. The place you are going to is the Bugbear's nest. Not only located in the deepest part of the swamp, but it is a dangerous place where village people don't even approach by chance.”
    

    
      Considering the Bugbear's strength, it is natural.
    

    
      In front of that heavy blow, mercenaries are also helpless.
    

    
      We would be able to attack the guys only if there is a mercenary who receives it from the front at least.
    

    
      “The path going there is also a problem. Invisible dangers are lurking in the swamp of the rainy season. If you don't prepare even knowing, nine out of ten will collapse during the journey.”
    

    
      Neil unfolded three fingers.
    

    
      “The most dangerous are three things. Heat and water. And wild animals.”
    

    
      “Generally similar to the dry season.”
    

    
      “It is not similar at all so listen properly.”
    

    
      A cold answer returned.
    

    
      At the expression without a smile, Lawrence also concentrated.
    

    
      “Heat is not the same heat. If the heat of the dry season was heat making people dry up, the heat of the rainy season is unpleasant, making people anxious and annoyed.”
    

    
      In other words, beyond simply hot, it torments people internally and externally.
    

    
      “Annoyance and anxiety eat away people's composure. At the point where the head doesn't work properly, the possibility of misjudging the situation arises anytime. Furthermore, you aren't the only one suffering from annoyance. It means all colleagues by your side are the same.”
    

    
      “That is…. Dangerous.”
    

    
      “Unpleasantness creates only unpleasantness. Imagine not one but dozens rubbing against each other doing that. It is strange if trouble doesn't occur.”
    

    
      Lawrence affirmed silently.
    

    
      Moving as a party is not always good.
    

    
      The fact that it is many not one conversely shackles the ankles.
    

    
      Especially the boy who preferred going alone realized that fact only recently.
    

    
      “It is fortunate amidst misfortune that at least two move.”
    

    
      “Just you and me going? What about other mercenaries?”
    

    
      Asking if catching the guild as the meeting place wasn't with the thought of finding other mercenaries. Neil was asking so.
    

    
      “I have no thought. In the first place, this is a pilgrimage route. On a pilgrimage route, the principle is for the pilgrim to climb alone. Going with Mr. Neil is also quite an exceptional case.”
    

    
      “Hmm…. Understood. That might be better instead. If the party increases, luggage to pack increases too.”
    

    
      Not only do I not have money to hire such mercenaries, but gathering a party I cannot trust was rather more dangerous.
    

    
      “You must know the danger of water well too.”
    

    
      “I have a memory of hearing from Isolde. That the thing to be most careful of in the swamp is not Bugbears but water.”
    

    
      “We call the rain falling in the rainy season the water of life. Although there is no one who likes the dry season where everything dries up, there are many people who like the rainy season where sprouts sprout. But that doesn't hide the fact that water is dangerous.”
    

    
      Neil said looking at the pouring raindrops.
    

    
      “The swamp of the dry season and rainy season are completely different. Although only a week has passed since entering the rainy season, consider all scenery you know as changed.”
    

    
      “Is it to that extent? Still, places close to the village seem okay.”
    

    
      “At most three places.”
    

    
      Three places?
    

    
      “Except for three places among the places you mentioned, all are inaccessible. If you go forcibly, you can set foot, but then it is better to risk the danger of injury.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      What on earth happened this week.
    

    
      I heard the warning that the swamp of the rainy season is dangerous, but I had the thought it is scarier beyond imagination.
    

    
      “All paths we walked in changed into rivers.”
    

    
      “If rivers are created, it really rained tremendously.”
    

    
      “It is different from the river where water drains. The water depth isn't deep. Still, a boat is essential. Putting luggage on the boat so it doesn't get wet, we push the boat directly with two hands.”
    

    
      Words I have a memory of hearing sometime came out.
    

    
      The absurd sound that one doesn't row riding the boat but a person has to push the boat directly.
    

    
      “But why is the river dangerous? If it is as Mr. Neil says, isn't it a matter ending with just pushing the boat and getting out of the river?”
    

    
      “Because that connects directly with the third danger.”
    

    
      “You mean wild animals.”
    

    
      Neil nodded.
    

    
      “Think about it. Both hands are tied to the boat. Even if the water depth isn't deep, more than half of the body is submerged in the river. Even in the muddy river, one cannot know what is coming and going. In such midst, a snake the size of your forearm bites the abdomen. Poisonous insects suck blood. If other wild animals smelling blood start to gather, it is safe to consider you are already dead.”
    

    
      Is it thanks to the vivid explanation?
    

    
      Lawrence could imagine the situation he spoke of without difficulty.
    

    
      If such a thing happens while crossing the river, let alone fighting, there is no way to run away either.
    

    
      Reassuring armor doesn't have any meaning underwater.
    

    
      Bugs are guys that dig inside somehow even with a small hole.
    

    
      Even if it's a bug living underwater, it was obvious it would run wild as if meeting its own world.
    

    
      Magic, the boy's specialty, cannot see light either.
    

    
      I cannot use things like Shadow Spear against small bugs.
    

    
      Aiming for an opponent that isn't even seen doesn't make sense.
    

    
      Naturally, the option narrows down to one Fire Tail, but.
    

    
      How could I handle Fire Tail when the body is already submerged underwater?
    

    
      There is no particular method.
    

    
      The best is just not encountering such a situation.
    

    
      In other words, I shouldn't enter the river.
    

    
      However, I heard the swamp entering the rainy season is already overflowing with rivers everywhere.
    

    
      If asking whether that is possible, I had nothing to say.
    

    
      “Now you know. The owner of the swamp is neither Bugbear nor human. It is the wild animals that lived spending thousands, hundreds of time in that very base.”
    

    
      I know only now why the old woman laughed at Lawrence that night.
    

    
      They who evolved adapting to this harsh environment were the ones suitable for the owner of the swamp.
    

    
      “Well, don't worry too much. For now, since I am here, facing the danger you think of won't happen.”
    

    
      “I will trust only in Mr. Neil. Since going to the swamp's deep part is also the first time for me.”
    

    
      All preparations that could be done are finished.
    

    
      Now it was time to clash directly and bring results.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Luggage was on the smaller side than expected.
    

    
      About carrying one more bag packed when going on usual requests.
    

    
      And since I packed it tightly with Ramael, I couldn't say the weight was heavy.
    

    
      “Is this really enough? Like this, it is no different from usual times.”
    

    
      “This is why mercenaries…. Do you think it would be good to take a lot? Food all spoils, and items wet in rain will only become burdens. Just in time, it is a good opportunity to know this. Before setting out on a journey, make luggage light first.”
    

    
      Neil said pointing at the wagon and horse stuck in the storage.
    

    
      “In the swamp of the rainy season, you cannot ride horses or wagons. At least about the Ulbaniero ride horses in the mud. Then carrying luggage you can't even handle in two hands, what do you intend to do?”
    

    
      “But doesn't a round trip alone take two months? With this food, I think we can't last even a month.”
    

    
      “So instead of packing things to eat, you should think of procuring in the swamp.”
    

    
      “In the swamp…. Isn't that difficult?”
    

    
      I don't know about other places.
    

    
      If it is a general forest or meadow, there are many mountain animals, and there are fruits or grass roots that can be eaten one way or another.
    

    
      However, the swamp is different.
    

    
      Starting from water, it is close to poison inducing stomachache and diarrhea.
    

    
      Guys encountered on the journey are mostly jaguars, which are demonic beasts.
    

    
      Bugs or snakes also harboring poison is the same, so if eaten recklessly, one could be poisoned.
    

    
      In other words, there is no way to procure food.
    

    
      “That is why a guide is needed. Don't worry. In our village, there are few people who know the swamp better than me.”
    

    
      Pride dwelt in Neil's voice.
    

    
      Even if his words are a bit rough, his knowledge regarding the swamp is real.
    

    
      It's not for nothing that Lawrence was relieved when Neil came out as a guide.
    

    
      At his confident attitude, the boy lifted the luggage bag silently.
    

    

  Chapter 45: Chapter 45

    
      Chapter 45 : Ulbazar swamp (1)
    

    
      The swamp entering the rainy season was a completely different place from the dry season.
    

    
      The dry land where only dust blew after suffering from extreme drought was now full of accumulated rainwater, and green verdure was blooming on the ground where not a single weed could be found before.
    

    
      Tree branches growing green leaves felt unfamiliar.
    

    
      It was because I never expected to see such scenery in the swamp where vitality could not be found.
    

    
      Among them, the most surprising thing was the fact that bugs, which used to cling busily wherever I went, were no longer visible.
    

    
      Did they all wash away in the violently falling rain?
    

    
      Otherwise, did they run away to secluded places avoiding the rain?
    

    
      Whichever it is, wild animals replaced the bugs' empty spots.
    

    
      The guys spying on the two people ran away reacting to the sound.
    

    
      Lawrence, having looked around further, returned to the camp.
    

    
      A small tree next to the river where raindrops could be avoided was the camp where the two people would rest today.
    

    
      “Monsters are not seen nearby. I think it is safe to consider we secured minimum safety for now.”
    

    
      “It is still the entrance of the swamp. Since many mercenaries came out for subjugation, compared to other times, monsters will be much fewer. Wild animals also ran away avoiding people. You don't have to worry for the time being.”
    

    
      It is as he said.
    

    
      It has been two days since entering the swamp. Somehow, the number of times encountering mercenaries was much higher than monsters.
    

    
      Surely, when undertaking the Ulbaniero's request, no people except the party were seen.
    

    
      “Jaguars, which were so many, aren't seen either. The swamp of the dry season and rainy season truly differs from such trivial parts.”
    

    
      “Jaguars?”
    

    
      “Yes. When going around with the Ulbaniero, they attacked regardless of day or night, so I was almost out of my mind.”
    

    
      “That is the period jaguars run rampant. They exist now too. They just aren't seen well because they hid avoiding other guys' eyes.”
    

    
      Neil pointed at the river.
    

    
      The river that barely went over the ankle had swollen with water before we knew it, submerging all lowlands.
    

    
      “Not water. Don't you see? The jaguar killing its sound over there.”
    

    
      “Jaguar? Where is the guy…. Ah!”
    

    
      This time Lawrence saw it too.
    

    
      A jaguar sticking only its head out is hiding its body underwater.
    

    
      The guy with a good knack was hiding its body in collapsed piles of dirt and tangled water plants. Unless examining carefully, it was to the extent one couldn't notice it was there.
    

    
      I met sharp eyes resembling a cat.
    

    
      At the eeriness running down the spine, the boy frowned.
    

    
      “It seems jaguars know how to swim too.”
    

    
      “You say something obvious. It is a swamp where the dry season and rainy season appear alternately. If they could adapt to only one climate, why would they be called predators of the swamp? Jaguars also change their way of living, matching the swamp's environment.”
    

    
      Neil lifted the fishing rod he was trimming.
    

    
      At the end of the fishing rod fitting in one hand, a bug resembling an earthworm wriggled.
    

    
      The guy plump with flesh would become excellent bait to catch dinner for the two people today.
    

    
      “In the dry season, wild animals roam the swamp looking for food. Because staying in one place only means dying along with the drying water. So jaguars also have no choice but to go around looking for prey.”
    

    
      “Aha. It is exactly like the Ulbaniero grazing cattle herds.”
    

    
      “Right. To live, what can't one do?”
    

    
      The more the number of the group, the speed food decreases is also proportional.
    

    
      Even if a hungry stomach can be endured to some extent.
    

    
      Drinking water is not so.
    

    
      Even staying still in the dry season makes water dry up.
    

    
      There would be no water anywhere in the swamp of the dry season for the entire group to drink.
    

    
      “Because there is no need for that in the rainy season. Once rain starts to fall, wild animals also stay in one place. If prey settles down, jaguars also lose the reason to go around everywhere in the swamp.”
    

    
      One can know just by looking at growing vegetation.
    

    
      Even the entrance of the swamp is becoming lush with verdure like this.
    

    
      The situation inside would be more, not less.
    

    
      “Right. Instead, it is a hard period for jaguars. It differs from when aiming for prey falling behind from the herd exhausted. Since they have to fight well-fed and sturdy prey, in the worst case, there are times they fail at hunting.”
    

    
      “Even so, they are demonic beasts. Are you saying they can't even catch wild animals?”
    

    
      “Numbers are soon violence. How many wild animals forming a group do you think there are? On the other hand, jaguars going out to hunt are three or four at most. Furthermore, since there are many guys moving alone, they cannot always succeed in hunting. Rather, there are times they suffer from other natural enemies.”
    

    
      What reigns at the top of the food chain in Ulbazar Swamp is not the jaguar.
    

    
      Bugbear.
    

    
      Alligator.
    

    
      Both would possess strength lightly surpassing jaguars.
    

    
      “So the guy is killing its breath and aiming for an opportunity.”
    

    
      “If moving wrongly by mistake, hunting is ruined.
    

    
      Because if it is an outstanding hunter, one doesn't move and aims for an opportunity until one can catch the prey surely.
    

    
      “Amazing guys. Shortly a few hours. Longly a few days, they wait for the moment of hunting without eating or drinking anything. Even because they are demonic beasts, they are tougher guys than most wild animals. They don't pick prey either. They like cattle raised by the Ulbaniero best. If it's a wild animal living in the swamp, they eat anything. Sometimes even people.”
    

    
      Jaguar's alias is Predator of the Swamp.
    

    
      It is a name suitable for the guys' habit of literally eating everything.
    

    
      “Jaguar means cutting off breath in an instant. Our ancestors gave the guy such a name because there is a reason worthy of it.”
    

    
      The fishing line is cast into the riverside.
    

    
      Neil started fishing in a spot avoiding the rain.
    

    
      “Whether asleep or awake, watch out for snakes first. Although I picked a tree snakes dislike and set up camp, in cases like water snakes, we have no choice but to be careful.”
    

    
      “I know. What can we do? Since we are strangers to the swamp, we have to be careful as much as possible.”
    

    
      I move away slightly so as not to disturb Neil concentrating on fishing.
    

    
      From now on, it is a precious training time.
    

    
      Like Neil's words confident as a guide, after entering the swamp, the two people did not clash with monsters.
    

    
      Since there was no situation worthy of being called a crisis, naturally the opportunity to use magic also did not come.
    

    
      Thinking about it, it was like that when accompanying the herbal gathering too.
    

    
      To not provoke wild animals or monsters, magic was the last resort to be saved until the end, and usually we avoided unnecessary battles by taking a large detour or camouflaging to avoid fighting.
    

    
      Surely, if one can win without fighting, it is the best.
    

    
      I naturally realized why Neil was alone when I first met him.
    

    
      He had confidence to survive alone even in this rough swamp.
    

    
      For now, I was avoiding training to the limit in preparation for a one in a million case.
    

    
      It is different from when undertaking the Ulbaniero's request moving as a group.
    

    
      If exposed to monsters, the only one who can fight is Lawrence.
    

    
      If I cannot use magic in case of an emergency, I don't know what might happen.
    

    
      Putting priority on vigilance above anything else was for such a reason.
    

    
      “Shadow Light.”
    

    
      I hid the Shadow Light floating in the void under the ground.
    

    
      Light absolutely shouldn't leak outside.
    

    
      In the dry season, Shadow Light was useful for driving away bugs.
    

    
      But Shadow Light handled in the rainy season had transformed into the worst magic calling blind snakes.
    

    
      An unexpected change.
    

    
      The magic that was most helpful when going back and forth in the swamp had now degraded into a nuisance.
    

    
      As a result, On the first day, using Shadow Light knowing nothing, I suffered severe trouble.
    

    
      I don't know where so many snakes gathered from, but we had to abandon the camp Neil caught with effort and run away.
    

    
      I have nothing to say even with ten mouths.
    

    
      Because I handled magic confidently but the worst result came out.
    

    
      Lawrence, engraving the painful lesson of the first day on his body, now looked for a place to hide the light first before handling Shadow Light.
    

    
      Training magic isn't late even after confirming light doesn't escape.
    

    
      “Shadow.”
    

    
      Shadow rose from the tree shade.
    

    
      That shape was somewhat far from what I made previously.
    

    
      Shadow merely risen from a shadow.
    

    
      First of all, I succeeded in casting Shadow that is not influenced even though I cast Shadow Light.
    

    
      Move to the next stage.
    

    
      Lawrence concentrated on the Shadow hazy like smoke.
    

    
      What was created at the end is the shape of a spear.
    

    
      It is different from Shadow Spear.
    

    
      It is a shape similar to the short spear Lawrence bought anew this time too.
    

    
      However, whether unable to escape the image of Shadow Spear used every time, parts like the spear blade were bound to be quite similar.
    

    
      Is it because I got too used to it?
    

    
      Taking a shape deviating from Shadow Spear is harder.
    

    
      Cold sweat flowed down from Lawrence's forehead touching the spear tip and spear shaft in detail.
    

    
      Although there is no pain emitted from the chest, this training demanding concentration made me mentally fatigued quickly.
    

    
      I release the shape of the spear I was holding tightly.
    

    
      I changed the Shadow returned to smoke into simple figures this time.
    

    
      Square or triangle.
    

    
      Taking shapes like a circle, I loosen up inside the head lightly.
    

    
      Now, the long-awaited final stage.
    

    
      Lawrence, stretching both hands forward, concentrated on the Shadow.
    

    
      The shape starting first is a circle.
    

    
      Maintaining the image of detaching a small circle from a large circle, slowly divide the Shadow into two.
    

    
      From the circle starting to tremble, a black shape began to fall out slowly.
    

    
      It is not tearing off at once.
    

    
      I must be able to maintain Shadow divided into two.
    

    
      Maintain the string of concentration.
    

    
      I shouldn't release tension until the circle falls off.
    

    
      Just like a pregnant woman undergoing labor pains, beads of sweat formed on Lawrence's forehead too.
    

    
      How much time did I spend?
    

    
      A small circle was created next to the large circle.
    

    
      A size good enough to be called mother and son.
    

    
      Now what remains is only making the son independent from the mother's side.
    

    
      Lawrence, clenching both hands at once, detached the small circle from the large circle.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Large circle and small circle.
    

    
      Two Shadows separated respectively were looking at the boy.
    

    
      Success.
    

    
      Separation of Shadow practiced for over almost a month finally succeeded.
    

    
      A smile spread on the lips of Lawrence who clenched his hands reflexively.
    

    
      No
    

    
      It is too early to rejoice.
    

    
      Now it was the turn to confirm if I can control these two Shadows respectively.
    

    
      Seeing left and right simultaneously was impossible.
    

    
      However, what if they are brothers derived from one magic?
    

    
      The time to resolve that doubt had approached right before my nose.
    

    
      “Huu….”
    

    
      Lawrence, exhaling a deep breath, controlled the large circle first.
    

    
      Spin it lightly once on the spot.
    

    
      Repeat moving left and right.
    

    
      Good.
    

    
      No abnormality.
    

    
      Next is the small circle.
    

    
      Spin it equally once on the spot.
    

    
      Repeat moving up and down.
    

    
      This guy has no problem either.
    

    
      Just in case, I handled it more carefully than the large circle, but it seems there was no need for that.
    

    
      This time, it is the turn to handle two circles.
    

    
      Slowly, slowly try moving the large circle and small circle as if crossing.
    

    
      Two circles responding to Lawrence's will began to get closer gradually.
    

    
      They move.
    

    
      They definitely move.
    

    
      It's not just one moving, but two are moving together.
    

    
      The small circle jumps over the large circle too.
    

    
      The large circle can also spin round and round as if protecting the small circle.
    

    
      “Ahahahat!”
    

    
      Inadvertently, a laugh of joy leaked out.
    

    
      Enlightenment is something that comes suddenly.
    

    
      I was thinking wrongly until now.
    

    
      It is not looking at the right while looking at the left simultaneously.
    

    
      Using two magic spells simultaneously might certainly be so.
    

    
      However, magic separated from one magic is different.
    

    
      Just like a person has two hands.
    

    
      Handling one with the left hand.
    

    
      It was a simple problem of handling the remaining one with the right hand.
    

    
      Lawrence, stretching both hands forward, laughed like crazy seeing the Shadows playing respectively.
    

    
      “Noisy. Do you intend to gather all Alligators in this vicinity?”
    

    
      That laughter continued until Neil returned after finishing fishing.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Being able to avoid unnecessary collision was about the entrance of the swamp.
    

    
      The more we enter the raining swamp, the presence of people decreases.
    

    
      Contrary to that, the frequency of encountering monsters only increased gradually.
    

    
      Escaping with Neil's wit is also one or two times.
    

    
      If digging medicinal herbs around the village, we can avoid fighting by taking a large detour, but in the swamp entering the rainy season, even that was impossible.
    

    
      Deep, deep rivers are unfolded everywhere.
    

    
      Unlike the entrance submerged up to the ankle, the central part of the swamp had limited space to move.
    

    
      Even if there is a way to go back somehow. Because it would take at least a few more days, Lawrence told Neil to just advance.
    

    
      Unless a Bugbear pack blocks the path ahead.
    

    
      Wild animals or monsters with small numbers could not be the boy's opponent.
    

    
      “Mr. Neil. Behind me.”
    

    
      It is a Goblin pack seen after a long time.
    

    
      The Goblins of the swamp had a somewhat gaunt-looking physique unlike the Goblins encountered in the forest.
    

    
      Unless it's just a feeling, the head is also about one smaller.
    

    
      Equipment draped on the body is also shabby, so I didn't get the feeling they are strong.
    

    
      However, the number of the pack is a bit large.
    

    
      Goblins that used to gather in fives or sixes at least, or ten at most, roamed the swamp with numbers close to dozens.
    

    
      Headcount is soon power.
    

    
      Even if the danger individual Goblins possess is low, if this many gather, one has to be cautious.
    

    
      “Goblins. Only the number is large. They are cowardly guys.”
    

    
      Neil, who retreated behind Lawrence, said.
    

    
      “I don't know how Goblins of other regions are, but Goblins living in the swamp use poison needles.”
    

    
      “For mere Goblins to use poison needles is a bit surprising.”
    

    
      “Poison needles made with poisonous insects living in the swamp. The combination of poison isn't difficult so making an antidote is nothing. However, if hit by poison while fighting, it might be dangerous in many ways.”
    

    
      “Thank you for informing me. Then it is easy to deal with too.”
    

    
      Goblins handling poison needles.
    

    
      It's not like the guys are holding bows or crossbows.
    

    
      If they use them, they would use a very crude form of poison needle shot by mouth.
    

    
      Actually, some Goblins were carrying around something similar to a flute.
    

    
      That number is not large.
    

    
      About countable on one hand among dozens of Goblins.
    

    
      Lawrence, memorizing the location of Goblins holding poison needles, raised two hands.
    

    
      “Shadow Spear.”
    

    
      There is only one magic usable safely from a long distance.
    

    
      Magic now beyond familiar, intimate, rose into the void.
    

    
      Up to the process of shape, it was truly instantaneous.
    

    
      Before the Goblins noticed this side, I ejected the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Kiek?
    

    
      When they saw something flying in, it was already late.
    

    
      The Goblin swept up in the Shadow Spear's explosion died instantly without even being able to scream.
    

    
      Cast the next magic again.
    

    
      There is no need to give time to guys fallen into confusion.
    

    
      Whenever the shadow spear rushed, five or six Goblins fell.
    

    
      The guys hit by three Shadow Spears in that spot were busy running around in chaos.
    

    
      Kiek!
    

    
      One of the Goblins confirmed Lawrence's location.
    

    
      Goblins reacting to the guy's voice gathered weapons together.
    

    
      Above that head, Shadow Spear fell once again.
    

    
      Even if called a pack, it is far from a commanded unit.
    

    
      The surroundings are still full of guys fallen into confusion.
    

    
      Goblins rushing toward Lawrence cannot be found either.
    

    
      Eventually, by the time the fifth Shadow Spear fell, Goblins began to run away from that spot without looking back.
    

    
      There is no guy daring to try fighting.
    

    
      Only busy running away pretending not to see even seeing the enemy.
    

    
      As the terrified Goblin pack broke away, only corpses of guys ravaged by Shadow Spears filled the place.
    

    
      As expected, Goblins are Goblins wherever they go.
    

    
      Busy taking care of their own lives, the guys couldn't make a proper resistance once.
    

    
      Was it a feeling of a bit excessive?
    

    
      Perhaps because meeting a familiar opponent after a long time, I fired magic wildly as if venting annoyance.
    

    
      I feel like there was a time like this before.
    

    
      Thanks to that, my heart felt a bit relieved, but acting as I pleased like this was absolutely not a good tendency.
    

    
      Reflection is short.
    

    
      Lawrence looked back at Neil.
    

    
      “Simple. Let's continue going.”
    

    
      “…Were you actually an amazing wizard?”
    

    
      Somehow he looked surprised.
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      “It is a bit disappointing that you only realized that now.”
    

    
      “No. I heard it from Isolde but.... Does it sound like sensible talk that you killed a Bugbear at once? I naturally thought it was nonsense. But seeing this now, it does not seem to be exactly so.”
    

    
      “It is true that I killed the Bugbear at once. However, if you ask if I caught it alone, that is not the case.”
    

    
      It was possible because there were mercenaries who risked their lives to draw its attention in front of the Bugbear.
    

    
      “That must be so. Still, isn't the power certain? If you think that the Bugbear also launched a surprise attack like now.... It is truly amazing. I have become convinced that our village would not be as poor as it is now if we had just one of you.”
    

    
      “You would need to have a lot of money to hire me.”
    

    
      “Once this job is over, the Lord might send you a message. No. If you return safely from the Bugbear's nest, he will surely look for you.”
    

    
      “No way. Why would a noble be desperate enough to look for me?”
    

    
      It is a pointless story.
    

    
      Lawrence remembered Baron Jeffrey whom he saw in Hilton Village.
    

    
      He was fat in physique from how much delicious food he ate every day.
    

    
      He was adorning his whole body with jewels, the symbol of wealth.
    

    
      He did not know what his face looked like.
    

    
      That was because he was busy bowing his head to the ground whenever Baron Jeffrey paraded through the village.
    

    
      No one dared to lift their head.
    

    
      Because there were more than a few who were dragged to the castle just for being a little late in showing courtesy.
    

    
      He remembers that cold gaze and icy attitude.
    

    
      Just as the villagers did not treat orphans as people.
    

    
      Nobles did not consider people as people either.
    

    
      “A Wizard's name carries that much weight.”
    

    
      “I am a Wizard, but I am also a clergyman of the Order. I know that even nobles do not thoughtlessly interfere in the Order's affairs.”
    

    
      “You said you are quite an exceptional case. Furthermore, you are not an official priest or a High Priest. Since you are not a high-ranking person in the Order, wouldn't there be room for a deal?”
    

    
      “That is.... difficult to deny.”
    

    
      Lawrence admitted it honestly.
    

    
      It probably wouldn't happen, but if a noble offered a huge amount as a reward, he wasn't confident he wouldn't be swayed.
    

    
      “I can tell just by looking at your activities as a mercenary. You only borrowed the name of the Order. You are far from a real clergyman. So, your attitude toward the Spirit is bound to be different too.”
    

    
      “Isn't it all a 'what if' story anyway? I find it hard to think that a noble would come out with a friendly attitude.”
    

    
      “Think about it even if it is a 'what if' story. Even if not right now, with your skills, rumors are bound to spread someday. That will soon turn into the name of fame and follow you.”
    

    
      It wasn't that he hadn't thought about it in a corner of his heart.
    

    
      When one says Wizard, as it appears in the songs of bards originally.
    

    
      They were beings above the clouds who roamed the battlefield with countless heroes.
    

    
      Among heroes, there are those who climbed from commoners to the position above ten thousand people, but the majority of their companions were nobles from prestigious families.
    

    
      In other words, Wizards and nobles were inseparable, like water and fish.
    

    
      “I remember the position of Territory Wizard being empty. As you can see, our swamp is in this state, so Wizards don't like it. If you become the Territory Wizard.... Honestly, I welcome it.”
    

    
      “The story has gone too far. Like Mr. Neil said, even if such an offer comes in by one in a million chance, returning alive from the swamp comes first.”
    

    
      He should not confuse what is important at this very moment.
    

    
      No. In the first place, he didn't know Neil would show such an intense reaction after seeing magic once.
    

    
      When he saw Shadow Light or Shadow at the camp, he seemed indifferent. It seems his thoughts changed after seeing proper attack magic.
    

    
      If he knew this would happen, he should have been a bit stubborn and shown Shadow Spear during the herb gathering.
    

    
      Back then, he respected Neil's method and undertook the request without using a single magic spell. He didn't know it would return as this kind of reaction.
    

    
      “Do not worry about that. I will take responsibility and return you to the village. So you should also think seriously about the Territory Wizard matter.”
    

    
      At the serious voice, Lawrence nodded.
    

    
      It is fine.
    

    
      Let's think of it as having a good experience.
    

    
      Lawrence is a Wizard.
    

    
      There is no need to express it with difficult words.
    

    
      For a Wizard, it was a story that just needed to be proven with magic.
    

    
      He checks the corpses of the Goblins.
    

    
      Was it because he focused on speed rather than power?
    

    
      The corpses of the guys exposed to Shadow Spear were still at a level that could be distinguished.
    

    
      The Goblin who took it directly with its body had nothing left but chunks of flesh.
    

    
      The guys caught in the blind explosion were surely missing a body part somewhere.
    

    
      As he rummaged through the corpses smelling of dirty filth, the object he was looking for came into view.
    

    
      A flute about the size of a little finger.
    

    
      Stained with Goblin blood, that was a poison needle.
    

    
      When he shook it tap-tap, the needle inside the flute came out.
    

    
      “Depending on how it is used, it is a poison needle that paralyzes even a Jaguar.”
    

    
      “If even a demonic beast falls to it, there is no need to mention a human.”
    

    
      Neil, who followed Lawrence into the Goblin corpses, said.
    

    
      “Instead, it takes quite a while for the effect to circulate. Mercenaries unfamiliar with the swamp wander around without knowing they were hit by a Goblin's poison needle, and then suddenly collapse. Outsiders who die helplessly are usually like that.”
    

    
      “It is similar to the Forest Spider of the Spider Forest. Those guys also use paralysis needles like these Goblins.”
    

    
      It is a problem even without other toxic effects.
    

    
      Once you become unable to move in a swamp like this, no guest other than death will come visiting.
    

    
      That is not an exaggeration. Because the final appearance of those dragged away after being hit by the Forest Spider's paralysis needle was like that.
    

    
      Pieces of meat degraded into a single meal for spiders.
    

    
      Lawrence's expression froze at the fact that he might see that terrible sight here too.
    

    
      “Where can I get the antidote?”
    

    
      “Water of the swamp. Precisely, it is necessary to mix the water that falls during the rainy season with several herbs. Even if called a simple recipe, it is not something an ordinary mercenary can make. Just behave and eat this.”
    

    
      Inside the small water bottle, green powder was contained.
    

    
      Needless to say. This is probably the antidote.
    

    
      “I will eat it later.”
    

    
      “I have absolutely no intention of dragging you around. Eat it quickly before your body becomes paralyzed.”
    

    
      Just for this time, his words mixed with a slight sneer were right.
    

    
      A small paralysis needle was visible near his shin where the cassock did not reach.
    

    
      He just hadn't felt it.
    

    
      It seems he had already been hit by a poison needle shot by a Goblin.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      As they advanced into the swamp, the frequency of encountering monsters also began to gradually increase.
    

    
      A Jaguar waiting for prey while holding its breath.
    

    
      Numerous Goblins moving in a group.
    

    
      Wild animals whose names were unknown also decorated one side of the view.
    

    
      Finally, they also encountered that thing they had only heard about in words.
    

    
      At first, he thought he saw it wrong.
    

    
      It was because a black something, for which the expression 'ignorant' would be fitting, swam through the river at tremendous speed.
    

    
      However, it is not something like an illusion of the eyes.
    

    
      A massive size unthinkable for a fish.
    

    
      A pitch-black trajectory leisurely crossing the river.
    

    
      Leather that was no different from armor was revealed above the water surface.
    

    
      Right above that.
    

    
      Two eyes aiming for prey were emitting a ruthless light.
    

    
      Alligator. The two people came out of the camouflage screen only after the danger lurking in the rainy season's swamp disappeared to the other side of the river.
    

    
      “It is truly incredibly huge. I didn't know when I just heard the stories. I didn't realize the Alligator was that big.”
    

    
      It wasn't clearly visible because it was underwater, but the approximate size could be predicted just by the darkly cast shadow alone.
    

    
      He heard they walk on two feet on land.
    

    
      With a size like that, wouldn't it be similar to the Troll he had only heard about in words?
    

    
      “A fully grown Alligator boasts a size matching a building. Before discussing subjugation, it is to the point where one must think about running away first. However, usually, they aren't that big. The one that just passed is an exceptional case.”
    

    
      “Hearing that makes me a little relieved. If something like that attacked while crossing the river, we wouldn't even be able to find the corpse.”
    

    
      “In the river, they are guys more dangerous than that Bugbear. If they could be caught that easily, there would be no reason for the leather price to be expensive.”
    

    
      He packs the camouflage screen into the bag.
    

    
      Having covered himself with this many times, he has now become somewhat accustomed to it, just like the foul-smelling leather clothes.
    

    
      The smell is still distressing, but it wasn't hard enough to weigh against the price of life.
    

    
      “I heard that in the past, a wild animal called a crocodile lived in the swamp. The appearance and everything. They said it was similar to the Alligator in every aspect. It is said that from a certain moment, crocodiles disappeared and Alligators took their place. The ancestors called this the wrath of nature and referred to it as the Spirit's anger.”
    

    
      As for now, it is a story that doesn't really matter, Neil added.
    

    
      “The Alligator walks on two feet on the ground. Its strength is so good that it pulls out trees and uses them as weapons. Its jaw strength also has no dull spots, to the degree it even chews up rocks. However, if you only look at the front when fighting it, your head will fly off from the tail that suddenly flies in.”
    

    
      “I heard that at least its weakness is fire. Looking at the state of things, I don't know how many people could possibly attempt it.”
    

    
      “If alone, that would be so. Why do you think mercenaries form a party? It is all to hunt the Alligator. Just like there are mercenaries who endure with shields at the front when catching a Bugbear. If we surround the Alligator and attack, it is bound to fall eventually.”
    

    
      The problem is the leather, he continued.
    

    
      “If the fight becomes intense, naturally wounds are bound to occur on the leather. So the condition of Alligator leather brought by mercenaries varies widely. Skilled mercenaries bring leather without wounds, and mercenaries who engaged in a death match bring leather full of wounds.”
    

    
      “I heard from the receptionist. Since the Alligator inhabits the depths of the swamp, bringing the leather is also a problem.”
    

    
      Lawrence recalled the Alligator he saw just a moment ago.
    

    
      Since the body is big, the leather must be incredibly huge too. Packing that and exiting the swamp would also not be an ordinary task.
    

    
      “It's not taking all the leather. Excluding the parts with wounds. Taking the parts that are at least intact. Among them, the most luxurious part is the Alligator's abdomen. Commonly called the Center Cut. It is valued the highest among the byproducts.”
    

    
      “Abdomen leather.... Then Mr. Neil. Is there perhaps anything to be careful about when tearing off the leather? Like, is there a separate specialized tool or something.”
    

    
      “That doesn't matter. Once you can kill it, heating a sword with fire afterwards is the end of it. If time is sufficient, you will be able to easily take the Center Cut.”
    

    
      He heard a good story.
    

    
      Lawrence vowed that if he ever had to fight an Alligator, he would avoid the abdomen as much as possible.
    

    
      Fortunately, or unfortunately. After that, they did not encounter any more Alligators with a body size outside of expectations.
    

    
      The guys seen occasionally were only individuals smaller than Forest Spiders or Bugbears. 
    

    
      Of course, since the monster placed as a comparison group was so huge, it didn't hold much meaning.
    

    
      Looking back like this anew, the thought occurred that monsters were all huge.
    

    
      It was safe to say that the only monster with a smaller body size than Lawrence was the Goblin.
    

    
      Well, what does it matter if the body is big or small.
    

    
      In front of the magic wielded by the boy, any monster was equal.
    

    
      The Alligator would also become so before long.
    

    
      “Lucky. The Alligator has gone hunting.”
    

    
      Lawrence looked in the direction Neil pointed.
    

    
      Like he said, a black trajectory crossing through the water was visible.
    

    
      It is a good opportunity.
    

    
      If he can see how the guy fights, he can decide on countermeasures that might be needed later.
    

    
      The pitiful prey was a Jaguar resting near the riverside.
    

    
      The guy who moved soundlessly underwater bit one of the Jaguar's legs and dragged it in just like that.
    

    
      A painful howl was heard.
    

    
      The Jaguar dragged underwater resisted the unexpected surprise attack, but.
    

    
      Soon the splashing water turned into blue blood and became quiet.
    

    
      From the start to the end of the hunt, it did not take even 1 minute.
    

    
      “Did you see? Why you must be careful of that guy.”
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      There was no need for Neil to confirm.
    

    
      If the one in the Jaguar's place had been Lawrence, he would have died without even knowing what happened.
    

    
      Unless the guy fought in front of him.
    

    
      If it was engaging in the hunt carefully as if targeting prey, it was bound to be disadvantageous.
    

    
      That was because the entire swamp was a prepared hunting ground favorable to the Alligator.
    

    
      “From now on, we will make camp in a place a little away from the river. Naturally, encounters with snakes will increase, but the probability of surviving is higher on that side. Because we have Ramael.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      Lawrence nodded silently.
    

    
      Was it because they reached the center of the swamp?
    

    
      The swamp becoming increasingly darker seemed to be refusing the visit of uninvited guests.
    

    
      The falling rain showed no sign of stopping, and the river swollen with rainwater repeatedly blocked the path of the two people.
    

    
      Water. Water. Water.
    

    
      No matter where he looked around, only water was visible.
    

    
      It was truly a sight that made a sigh come out automatically.
    

    
      “Here is no good either. We go back.”
    

    
      “We are going back? This is already the 3rd time.”
    

    
      “There is no choice. Even if we make a boat with wood, the current is too strong, so it is easy to be swept away. If you want to live, even if it is a bit hard, there is no other way but to take the long way around.”
    

    
      The invisible path. Dark terrain features.
    

    
      The center of the swamp where dense trees began to continue started to change into a shape close to yet another forest blooming in the river.
    

    
      “Watch your step. The moment you step wrongly, you will fall into the river and die.”
    

    
      It is completely different from the swamp of the dry season.
    

    
      Because of the rain pouring down as if a hole was pierced in the sky, it is hard to find a place without water.
    

    
      River and river continued endlessly, and in places where the water was reasonably shallow, snakes the size of a human forearm were busy crawling around.
    

    
      Anew, he realized how convenient a magic Shadow Light was.
    

    
      In the swamp of the dry season, just Shadow Light alone could chase away snakes and bugs.
    

    
      In the swamp of the rainy season, it had become a lantern that conversely attracted snakes, so they had to rely purely on Ramael to drive the guys away.
    

    
      “Endure a little. Once we drive them away, I will reduce the flame.”
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      Instead of an answer, only coughing replaced that place.
    

    
      Because the smoke coming out from burning Ramael was so toxic, tears and runny nose did not stop.
    

    
      Even so, he cannot wipe his eyes and nose.
    

    
      If he wiped where the smoke touched, a rather more painful backlash returned.
    

    
      Stinging and painful. If possible, not touching with hands and washing it away with the rainwater falling from the sky was the best.
    

    
      Had about ten days passed since they entered the center of the swamp?
    

    
      Only then did Lawrence recover his composure and became able to examine the surroundings.
    

    
      “Do you feel like you can live now?”
    

    
      “I am sorry. I didn't know it would be this hard.”
    

    
      Even with ten mouths, he has nothing to say.
    

    
      Except for moving, he had been leaving all tasks to Neil for the past few days.
    

    
      “I think I now know why everyone said to be careful of the swamp in the rainy season. It is truly fortunate that Mr. Neil came as a guide.”
    

    
      “In nature, humans only become infinitely small. It is a natural result that only those who adapt to this environment and evolve survive. Without looking far, the animals we have seen while passing through the swamp until now were also like that.”
    

    
      Neil took out the pot he had buried in the ground.
    

    
      However he made it, warm steam rose up when he opened the lid.
    

    
      It is soup.
    

    
      It is a healthy meal made for the recently lethargic Lawrence.
    

    
      The food brought from the village had long since run out except for emergency rations, and this was a dish made with ingredients Neil gathered.
    

    
      “Even in this barren environment, life blooms. Since the rain falling from the sky is the seed that sprinkles life into the swamp, compared to the dry season where nothing but dust and dirt blooms, the rainy season is on the happy side.”
    

    
      “Is this also the Spirit's great will?”
    

    
      “According to the teachings of your Order, it would be the Goddess's great will.”
    

    
      At the nonchalant answer, Lawrence made a small smile.
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      The two people were examining the marks left on the ground.
    

    
      Traces left clearly on the damp ground.
    

    
      The footprints close to an oval shape are horseshoe marks left by a horse.
    

    
      It is not just a feeling that the shape is somewhat familiar.
    

    
      “It couldn't be, but surely it is not the Ulbanieros, right?”
    

    
      “No. Your guess is right. The Ulbanieros are the only ones who ride horses in the swamp during the rainy season.”
    

    
      The boy inadvertently looked down at his feet.
    

    
      He was choosing places not submerged in rainwater to walk, but....
    

    
      Not to mention his shoes, the lower parts of his pants were all submerged in water.
    

    
      If he were wearing a robe instead of a cassock, the hem dragging on the ground would have gotten all wet.
    

    
      “The swamp is in this state. You say they ride horses?”
    

    
      “Traces do not lie. They are driving horses aiming for places where water has not pooled like us.”
    

    
      “Does it work just by aiming for it? The ground wouldn't even be visible because of the water?”
    

    
      Just because it rained doesn't mean the water in the swamp is clean.
    

    
      Because it is full of all kinds of water plants and sand dust, the word muddy water is fitting. 
    

    
      Just now, he had to bend his body down one by one to check the ground in order to find traces.
    

    
      But not stopping at simply finding the path.
    

    
      To find solid ground where one can run with a horse....
    

    
      No. Is that common sensically possible?
    

    
      “They are Ulbanieros because that is possible.”
    

    
      “I didn't know the Ulbanieros rode horses that well.”
    

    
      “Showing all sorts of feats with horses is the Ulbaniero way. Swamp warriors who lived with horses since birth boast riding skills excellent enough to ride horses without stirrups.”
    

    
      “What is a stirrup?”
    

    
      “It is a foot rest attached under the horse saddle. Without stirrups, balancing on a horse is like picking stars from the sky. How could knights charge while tucking those huge lances under their armpits? It is all because there are stirrups.”
    

    
      “You speak as if you saw it yourself.”
    

    
      “I speak because I saw it. I still occasionally visit the Lord's castle. Once knights charge with warhorses, tattered scarecrows roll on the ground. Among them, there are many scarecrows whose forms cannot even be found.”
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      Lawrence swallowed dry saliva.
    

    
      Because it was vividly conveyed what the scarecrows were made assuming. They are all adversaries blocking the knight's path.
    

    
      Come to think of it, he has a memory of hearing it in Redantus Village.
    

    
      'Right. Real knights are different from us. They are monsters to the bone. When they charged with warhorses, nearly tens, hundreds of soldiers fell. You think it would be different for mercenaries? I felt that... painfully in the Ribal Plains war.'
    

    
      It seems that the mercenary's testimony was the truth without a single lie.
    

    
      “Seeing that you don't even know stirrups, you must have never ridden a horse properly.”
    

    
      “Yes. Well.... Because I rode a carriage when there was work.”
    

    
      His face felt hot as if he was pointlessly saying his learning was shallow.
    

    
      “Do you know how to ride, Mr. Neil?”
    

    
      Surprisingly, he nodded.
    

    
      “Learn horseback riding first if an opportunity arises later. Just knowing how to ride a horse makes the journey comfortable in one way or another.”
    

    
      “I also want to learn if it were up to me but.... Aren't horses incredibly expensive? I would barely be able to buy one if I paid at least a few gold. I don't know in which era I will learn.”
    

    
      Who wouldn't admire riding a horse?
    

    
      Everyone just can't do it for realistic reasons.
    

    
      Honestly, even if Lawrence said this, rather than learning horseback riding, he wanted to buy magic tomes or magic-related items with that money.
    

    
      “I am not saying you must learn right now. Just if you have the spare means.”
    

    
      He doesn't know when those spare means will come.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Had it been a few days since they discovered the horseshoe marks?
    

    
      The two people encountered Ulbanieros patrolling the swamp.
    

    
      Riding horses skillfully in the water-filled swamp, they were sprinting through the rain as if it were nothing.
    

    
      The Ulbanieros who noticed the unexpected guests approached slowly.
    

    
      The man who came out to the front raised both hands above his head as if he had no intention to threaten.
    

    
      “Greetings. Looking at the armament, it seems you aren't mercenaries. What brings you to this dangerous center of the swamp? If you are castaways who lost your way, we have the intention to guide you outside the swamp.”
    

    
      “Thank you for the kindness. But since we have business in the depths of the swamp, I think we inevitably have to refuse that offer.”
    

    
      “You mean just the two of you are going to the depths? It is truly surprising.”
    

    
      He is not being sarcastic.
    

    
      Admiration lingered in that expression as if he genuinely thought so.
    

    
      “We think highly of that spirit challenging adventure. People only develop when they do not settle for the given tranquility. Although it is a passing connection, I hope you achieve what you aimed for.”
    

    
      As if he had no other business, the Ulbaniero turned his horse's head.
    

    
      But the Ulbaniero who was in the back suddenly came forward.
    

    
      “Wait a minute. Isn't that the Wizard lordship over there?”
    

    
      It was a voice in his memory.
    

    
      It is the Ulbaniero who requested Shadow Light from Lawrence.
    

    
      “Austin?”
    

    
      “Wow. I doubted it but it really is the Wizard lordship. I didn't know I would meet you in the middle of a swamp like this.”
    

    
      Austin, who got off the horse as if glad to see him, reached out his hand.
    

    
      “What brings you here? Surely you didn't bring a cow too?”
    

    
      “No. How could that be. The Wizard lordship is good at jokes too. When the swamp is overflowing like this. If things go wrong, it will all become Alligator food.”
    

    
      He didn't say it to make him laugh, but the corners of his mouth went up.
    

    
      “Since everyone was riding horses. I wondered if perhaps.”
    

    
      “If you can't even ride a horse, you can't go anywhere and say you are an Ulbaniero.”
    

    
      Austin stroked the mane wet with rain.
    

    
      The eyes of the horse, shaking its body slightly as if annoyed, were covered with something like strange blinders.
    

    
      From the side, I heard a muttering saying, Blinkers.
    

    
      “This kind of thing is basic. Later, if the Wizard lordship wants to become an Ulbaniero, learn how to ride a horse from us. That way you will pass the test too.”
    

    
      A refreshing laughter rang out.
    

    
      At Austin's reaction, the Ulbanieros who were around began to gather one by one.
    

    
      “What? Are you acquaintances?”
    

    
      “I told you last time. That there was an amazing Wizard lordship.”
    

    
      “The Wizard who caught a Bugbear in one shot?”
    

    
      “Everyone remembers. Right. It is that very Wizard lordship.”
    

    
      While Austin was introducing Lawrence, Neil asked.
    

    
      “You. Did you even get a scout offer from the Ulbaniero?”
    

    
      “Yes. I just thought it was words out of courtesy. I guess it wasn't.”
    

    
      It is probably thanks to the large share of Shadow Light.
    

    
      Because for the Ulbanieros who live in the swamp with horses, there would be no magic as useful as Shadow Light.
    

    
      However, that is something only possible in the dry season's swamp.
    

    
      In the rainy season's swamp, Shadow Light rather became poison.
    

    
      Would they welcome Lawrence even if they knew that fact?
    

    
      “But really what brings you this far? No matter how great the Wizard lordship's skill is, the swamp in this period is truly dangerous.”
    

    
      “Something came up in the depths of the swamp. I asked Mr. Neil and was receiving guidance.”
    

    
      “To the depths in this period?”
    

    
      Austin frowned slightly as if asking what that meant, and then,
    

    
      “Aha. You came this far to look for the party that departed first.”
    

    
      He nodded as if he understood soon.
    

    
      “Actually, since contact was lost for several days, we also came out to find them like this. But how did you know and come? No. Looking at it, you didn't know and come, but decided to meet at the site.”
    

    
      “What do you mean by that?”
    

    
      The stories do not mesh.
    

    
      At Lawrence's counter-question, Austin looked blankly.
    

    
      “You know, that one. The mercenary with a lot of talk who kept getting bitten by bugs. Wasn't he the Wizard lordship's colleague? That friend too. The Silver Plaque mercenary holding a shield also came to hunt an Alligator.”
    

    
      “No. I visited the swamp for personal business.”
    

    
      But he knew right away who he was talking about.
    

    
      No. In the first place, the only mercenaries who could be called Lawrence's colleagues are the people who moved together during the last request.
    

    
      Silver Plaque mercenary Balic.
    

    
      Copper Plaque mercenaries Garic and Ronan.
    

    
      Isolde is excluded since she is in the village.
    

    
      In other words, it means those three entered the swamp depths.
    

    
      “No? Hmm.... Sorry. I must have been mistaken.”
    

    
      “No need to apologize. More than that, I would like to hear in detail what happened.”
    

    
      Instead of answering, Austin looked back.
    

    
      At the end of that gaze was the Ulbaniero who stood at the front.
    

    
      “It is natural to worry about a colleague's safety. However, this is not a good place to share a conversation. If the two of you are okay with it, I want to invite you to our camp. How about it?”
    

    
      The rain is gradually becoming stronger.
    

    
      Like he said, it is not a good place to have a conversation.
    

    
      Lawrence, who pondered for a moment, looked at Neil.
    

    
      “It doesn't matter. Rather than that, if the Ulbanieros' words are true, it is better to hurry. I don't know for sure, but the mercenaries isolated in the depths won't last long.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The Ulbanieros' camp was in a place not far away.
    

    
      Unusually, they didn't pitch tents like a ranch, but were using a unique camp made by hanging cloth between trees.
    

    
      Rainwater was flowing down along water channels made in a way that came down from top to bottom.
    

    
      While he was flustered wondering if they were going to talk from above.
    

    
      The Ulbanieros who climbed the trees spread the cloth widely.
    

    
      The cloth hung between tree branches soon turned into an excellent rain shelter.
    

    
      “Sit this way. Inside is not wet from rain, so it won't be that cold.”
    

    
      Following the words of Eric, the captain leading the Ulbanieros, the seat made of dry bushes felt reasonably okay to sit on.
    

    
      Since entering the swamp, everywhere he went was damp.
    

    
      Even just this much made him feel grateful.
    

    
      The horses are not much different.
    

    
      Austin tied the guys in a visible place, installed a rain shelter above the trees just the same, and returned.
    

    
      “Do you make seats like this every time?”
    

    
      “That is so. We can step back ten paces and endure, but horses are different. We must take care of their health carefully. Because losing a horse in this swamp means death soon.”
    

    
      Seeing Eric with strength put into his neck, Austin said in a small voice.
    

    
      “It's just because horses are expensive. Even if we dig the ground for a hundred days, not a single Copper comes out. There are already many things that cost money. If even the horses die, there is no answer.”
    

    
      “Austin.”
    

    
      “It seemed the Wizard lordship's seat was uncomfortable so I am trimming it.”
    

    
      He sent a glance as if asking to play along with the story.
    

    
      “I asked him to. I have traveled with Ulbanieros in the dry season. I didn't know they lived like this in the rainy season.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Differences are inevitable. Since the climate changes to the extent that the swamp of the dry season and the rainy season could be called different regions.”
    

    
      Lawrence nodded silently.
    

    
      Since the place is what it is, there is nothing like warm tea.
    

    
      Instead, he handed over a small fruit with a stinging taste.
    

    
      “May I ask what happened to the said mercenaries?”
    

    
      They aren't acquaintances enough to share small talk.
    

    
      At the question to get to the main point, Eric opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Those who lost contact are Balic and Gawud's party. They are veterans who have been active in this swamp for a long time and became Silver Plaque mercenaries. Since they moved with reliable guides, we didn't worry much. But the fact that contact was lost a few days ago is indeed ominous.”
    

    
      It is not just Balic.
    

    
      It seems Gawud, who was in charge of the escort on the opposite side during the request, also moved together.
    

    
      Although he doesn't recall exactly what kind of mercenary he was, he remembers him as a giant who possessed a physique formidable to Balic.
    

    
      “There are two Silver Plaque mercenaries. You mean a problem occurred?”
    

    
      “No matter how many Silver Plaque mercenaries there are, they are useless in front of nature's wrath. If they are truly in danger, it is necessary to move as soon as possible.”
    

    
      Though it might already be too late, Eric added.
    

    
      “...If it were really too late, you wouldn't be searching like this.”
    

    
      “I won't deny it. Balic and Gawud are important partners to us too. If possible, we hope they are alive. However, the place is what it is. We are thinking it would be fortunate if we can even find the corpses.”
    

    
      He doesn't speak of hope blindly.
    

    
      The calmly flowing tone was assuming the worst situation.
    

    
      “Listening to the story, it seems having mingled as a party once during a request is all, so it is fine not to care too much. Since we have moved anyway, we will be able to find them soon. Rather than that, didn't you say you are going to the swamp depths? If it's okay, we will teach you the path used by us Ulbanieros. If it is that guide, he will probably be able to guide the way without difficulty.”
    

    
      Lawrence rested his chin on his hand.
    

    
      It is as he said.
    

    
      It is a connection where they merely mingled once.
    

    
      There is no profession as close to death as a mercenary.
    

    
      It is a life like a moth to a flame, living and earning money with life as collateral.
    

    
      Nothing changes by lending a hand.
    

    
      Here, it is right to trust and leave it to the Ulbanieros who are experts of the swamp.
    

    
      Even so, is the reason he cannot turn his eyes away because he received the Order's teachings?
    

    
      If not....
    

    
      Is he too affectionate like someone said?
    

    
      No. It is different from something like that.
    

    
      Even knowing that those who were colleagues are in crisis.
    

    
      The boy cannot harden his heart enough to just pass by.
    

    
      Because cool-headedness and heartlessness are strictly different things.
    

    
      “Mr. Neil.”
    

    
      “Do as you please.”
    

    
      He answered as if he knew what he would say.
    

    
      “Will you be okay?”
    

    
      “Okay or whatever. I am also going to the swamp depths for a purpose. I can't leave you and go alone anyway. Detouring to a side path for a moment is no problem.”
    

    
      It means he got entangled in this side's unilateral circumstances.
    

    
      That fastidious Neil said the words that it is okay.
    

    
      “I am sorry when you gave me advice after a long time.”
    

    
      “Forget it. A person's heart moves following the right path, not the method. It might be okay to have at least one guy like you.”
    

    
      He scratched his head vigorously as if saying things like this didn't suit him at all.
    

    
      “Hey. Ulbaniero. Did you say Eric? Tell us where those mercenaries lost contact. I will find them immediately within a few days.”
    

    
      Eric, who watched that appearance for a moment, nodded slowly.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The map Eric handed over was close to a sort of rough sketch.
    

    
      It was safe to say there was no path that could be recognized at a glance.
    

    
      Instead, specific locations could be confirmed by giant trees or lakes marked at every intermediate point.
    

    
      According to Neil. Because of the characteristic that it rains consistently in the rainy season's swamp, ordinary maps apparently don't provide answers.
    

    
      'Save the time going into the search. If our two people move together, we can move at a speed you cannot even imagine.'
    

    
      Eric drafted two Ulbanieros.
    

    
      Austin, who became acquainted with Lawrence, and Halag, a middle-aged Ulbaniero, joined the two.
    

    
      He wondered if there was really a need to do so when they even received a map.
    

    
      But after getting on the horse, that thought changed in an instant.
    

    
      Speed incomparable to a carriage.
    

    
      The sprint going back and forth across the swamp like flat land was truly overwhelming.
    

    
      “Do you always run at this speed?”
    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    
      “I said it is incredibly fast!”
    

    
      “This is on the slow side. Since a guest is riding together for now.”
    

    
      This is slow?
    

    
      He can't remember how fast the scenery passed by.
    

    
      Certainly, if one can travel like this, horseback riding is a necessity, not a choice.
    

    
      “Don't we need to look around here?”
    

    
      “If the mercenaries were in this spot, there is no need to look. It means they ran away well on their own, so if their lives are attached, they would have escaped safely.”
    

    
      As if there was no need to worry, Austin spurred the horse.
    

    
      Was it because they didn't delay for even a moment?
    

    
      The four people reached the swamp depths in just a few days.
    

    
      From here, even the Ulbanieros had no choice but to become cautious.
    

    
      Because the scenery of the swamp had now changed to a shape close to a wetland.
    

    
      Regions with shallow water depth cannot be found.
    

    
      Rivers that were just like lakes continued endlessly.
    

    
      In the surrounding area, along with thick trees, countless vines were blocking the path ahead.
    

    
      Overflowing water.
    

    
      In the river that seemed like small whirlpools were rising, even common wild animals became invisible.
    

    
      A bird flying low to avoid the rain got swept into the water.
    

    
      Flapping its wings to escape from the river somehow was only for a moment.
    

    
      The black wave that raged in an instant swallowed the guy just like that.
    

    
      There is no need to think about what that was.
    

    
      Inside the river where it seemed hard for even a single fish to live, the danger of Alligators was still lurking.
    

    
      Ulbazar Swamp Depths.
    

    
      This place was the very most dangerous place within the swamp.
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      “Contact was lost around here. It is a place famous as an Alligator habitat. Look for any traces of a fight nearby first.”
    

    
      Halag got off his horse as if he had the same thought as Austin.
    

    
      Grabbing a long hanging vine, he began to climb a tree with practiced movements.
    

    
      “I don't see any Bugbears nearby.”
    

    
      “That is at least fortunate. Do not approach the river more than necessary. If things go wrong, you will become a single meal for an Alligator.”
    

    
      There is no need for the Ulbaniero to warn them.
    

    
      The Alligators they saw on their way here were ambushers of the river.
    

    
      Unless one had ten lives, approaching the river was a crazy act.
    

    
      “No. There is no need for that. Even in the depths, if it is near the entrance, I can roughly guess where they might be isolated.”
    

    
      Neil, who was touching his waist, stood up from his seat.
    

    
      Still grimacing as if in pain, he continued speaking.
    

    
      “I will guide. However, the path is a bit rugged, so we will have to leave the horses behind. There are sections where we cross the river in between, so we will probably have to cut down a few trees too.”
    

    
      “I heard you were a guide, but it seems you are quite familiar with the swamp.”
    

    
      “If I wasn't confident, I wouldn't have guided that friend.”
    

    
      The two Ulbanieros looked at Lawrence.
    

    
      “Mr. Neil is not someone who speaks empty words. He is the best guide as far as I know.”
    

    
      “Hmm.... Even the Wizard lordship says so.”
    

    
      “Understood. It would probably be faster to search places that come to mind rather than searching one by one.”
    

    
      However, if it comes to this, the horses are the problem.
    

    
      Since they cannot take the horses along, someone had to watch over them. After discussion, Halag decided to take that role.
    

    
      “The probability of survival is higher if I remain alone.”
    

    
      Austin did not deny it.
    

    
      It seems Halag is superior in skill as much as in experience.
    

    
      “Is the path not dangerous? If even mercenaries are isolated.... It doesn't seem like it would be particularly safe for us either.”
    

    
      “There is no such thing as a safe place in the swamp depths. Wherever you go, danger is with you. Still, I know a few places where one can hide their body for a moment. Where we are going to find now is such a hideout.”
    

    
      Neil took out a machete with a wide blade from his luggage.
    

    
      As he swung it swish-swish, the vines tied tightly were cut away.
    

    
      “This is good news for you in one way or another. Anyway, it is a path you must pass to go to the Bugbear's nest. If you hadn't joined the Ulbanieros, it would have taken at least ten more days to get here.”
    

    
      “Yes? Wasn't it that we went around to another place?”
    

    
      “The place where the mercenaries are isolated is also the swamp depths. The Bugbear's nest you are going to is also the swamp depths. First of all, arriving at the depths was the top priority. We broke through that path via the shortest distance.”
    

    
      “No. I knew it was fast but.... Still, ten days. I think you are exaggerating too much.”
    

    
      Above all, only a few days have passed.
    

    
      Only three days since joining the Ulbanieros. Passing through a distance that takes ten days immediately was hard to believe easily.
    

    
      “Not so. The swamp is different from a road where you can go straight. Even if there is a path right in front, because of the surrounding terrain. Because of dangerous monsters, there is a need to go around. A distance literally within touching distance if you fall over. 
    

    
      However, the Ulbanieros broke through that unreasonableness head-on.”
    

    
      He knows.
    

    
      It is thanks to horseback riding skills close to acrobatics.
    

    
      Actually, after getting on Ulbaniero's horse, they ran straight through almost all paths without going around.
    

    
      At most, rivers with deep water depth were obstacles.
    

    
      They passed through water at the level of a shallow stream reaching only the ankles at a rapid speed.
    

    
      Who could catch up to a horse determined to run?
    

    
      What comes to mind right away is only the Jaguars that persistently harassed them.
    

    
      There was no place for those guys to stand in the rainy season's swamp.
    

    
      “However, the story is different in the depths. From now on, there is no other way but to go back to the orthodox method.”
    

    
      “It is Mr. Neil's turn to step up.”
    

    
      “Didn't you bring me to do that? I should do my job too.”
    

    
      Neil started the search focusing first on places where they didn't have to cross the river.
    

    
      Befitting a place where mercenaries come to hunt Alligators.
    

    
      Places suitable to use as camps were located throughout the swamp.
    

    
      “Not here either.”
    

    
      But the most important traces are not visible.
    

    
      The first was also a miss.
    

    
      The second was also a miss.
    

    
      Around the time they arrived at the third camp like that.
    

    
      They were barely able to discover traces of people coming and going.
    

    
      “How many mercenaries did you say were isolated?”
    

    
      “Nine? No. I heard ten.”
    

    
      “Then it's not here either.”
    

    
      Ash powder that couldn't become soil flowed down between his fingers.
    

    
      “Judging by the traces of cooking, the number of people who stayed here is not large. 
    

    
      Assuming four mercenaries formed a party and there was one guide. At most five. Or it could be fewer than that.”
    

    
      “Are you certain?”
    

    
      “Even if a person's mouth fabricates lies. Traces left by a person do not tell lies.”
    

    
      Neil spoke with a confident voice.
    

    
      His attitude was so confident that Austin made a reluctant expression.
    

    
      “Is that so, Wizard lordship?”
    

    
      “Yes. Traces cannot lie. But Mr. Neil. Isn't it certain that other people were at this spot? 
    

    
      Wouldn't there also be a possibility they met at Balic's party?”
    

    
      “I can't deny it. However, chasing two traces simultaneously carries a big risk. Above all, the fact that mercenaries entered up to the depths means they came to catch Alligators. Even to not interfere with each other's hunting, they would have widened the distance.”
    

    
      The traces continue to the other side of the river.
    

    
      In short, it means Balic's party moved into the swamp interior avoiding the mercenaries who stayed at this camp.
    

    
      “There might be a possibility they crossed the river.”
    

    
      “Right. It is the worst situation we can assume.”
    

    
      Preparing to cross the river was not simple.
    

    
      They started by finding a place with relatively weak currents first.
    

    
      The problem was that Alligators were invariably visible in the shallows where the current was okay.
    

    
      In the end, the place chosen after much selection was a place far away from the shallows, where one could enter the river only by going down a hill path close to a cliff.
    

    
      “You mean we pass through here?”
    

    
      “Don't worry. I am the only one going bare body. I will hang a rope on a tree on the opposite side, so you just need to grab that and cross over.”
    

    
      Neil talked as if this was some stroll.
    

    
      However, the river whose bottom was invisible brought only ominous thoughts.
    

    
      The current isn't on the weak side either. Nor does the pouring rain show signs of stopping.
    

    
      That Alligators are not visible is a fortune amidst misfortune.
    

    
      It is only that they cannot be seen from above.
    

    
      There was also a possibility they were swimming inside the dirty water.
    

    
      “Is this really the only way? It is too dangerous. How about making a boat instead?”
    

    
      “Even if we make a boat, getting caught by Alligators is the same. Rather, it is more dangerous when capsized. The circumstances are different from the river where water drains that you are looking for. That place is originally a Bugbear's territory so it is an area Alligators do not approach.”
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      “Don't worry. Since we came all the way to the depths, shouldn't we at least dig up one Tyray root to make it profitable?”
    

    
      Despite the joke, Lawrence could not laugh.
    

    
      Now Neil is receiving the rope Austin handed over.
    

    
      He is tying the giant tree and his body so he won't be swept away by the current.
    

    
      After that, he seems to intend to cross to the opposite side and fix the rope so the two people can cross the river.
    

    
      The lifeline to rely on is only a single rope.
    

    
      Lawrence grabbed that rope.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “No matter how I think about it, this isn't right.”
    

    
      Something might happen to Neil while trying to save Balic's party.
    

    
      If such a thing happens by one in a million chance, Lawrence would not be able to forgive himself.
    

    
      “I will handle it.”
    

    
      “You? That is truly crazy.”
    

    
      No. Not really.
    

    
      What is problematic at this spot right now is the very river.
    

    
      Unknown dangers are lurking underwater, so if they can just cross the river without entering the water, all dangers are bound to disappear.
    

    
      “Mr. Neil. I am a Wizard.”
    

    
      “I know. So what about it?”
    

    
      “A Wizard has magic.”
    

    
      Neil has an expression saying he doesn't know what he means.
    

    
      However, Lawrence's eyes looking at the river settled calmly.
    

    
      I can do it.
    

    
      It is a method he thought about since the day he divided Shadow into two.
    

    
      He couldn't finish practicing magic because he was wary of situations that might occur, but he still trained Shadow in between.
    

    
      “Shadow Light.”
    

    
      The darkness gathered in an instant transformed into a sphere of light.
    

    
      Making Shadow Light is sufficient.
    

    
      It is strictly for the purpose of strengthening Shadow.
    

    
      “Shadow.”
    

    
      Shadow rises under Shadow Light.
    

    
      He separated Shadow into two.
    

    
      One as a large and wide circle.
    

    
      One as the thorn bush he saw in the Shadow Forest.
    

    
      There is no need to insist on other shapes.
    

    
      What is needed now is a strong and sturdy Shadow.
    

    
      Up to here, there is no problem.
    

    
      Practice does not lie.
    

    
      His skill controlling Shadow had reached a high level.
    

    
      He checks the most important hardness.
    

    
      Shadow strengthened by Shadow Light was hard like armor.
    

    
      He knows Shadow's power well.
    

    
      It is magic that can open windows and move most objects while in doll state.
    

    
      Then there is no problem even if the subject is changed to a rope.
    

    
      Rather, what weighs on his mind is control.
    

    
      It is different from until now where simply moving was enough.
    

    
      Not ground but river.
    

    
      It might be different if the current was weak.
    

    
      If he floats Shadow on a river like this, it gets swept away by the current.
    

    
      Two Shadows for that purpose.
    

    
      A circle with a wide area to overcome the current.
    

    
      Hang the rope on the thorn bush so it won't drift away.
    

    
      Can I do it?
    

    
      The moment control fails, Shadow falls into the river.
    

    
      Maintenance and balance.
    

    
      He had to reliably control the Shadow that must become a foothold for the other Shadow too.
    

    
      The distance of the river is far yet close.
    

    
      It is the first time operating Shadow without being swept away by this much current.
    

    
      Practice and actual combat are different.
    

    
      Pressure will soon become shackles tightening the heart.
    

    
      If mental strength is disturbed, the control of Shadow had a high possibility of ending in failure.
    

    
      The moment he loses the foothold, it is the end.
    

    
      Looking at the flow of the current, there is no way to retrieve the rope.
    

    
      The opportunity is only once.
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      So what about it.
    

    
      There is no second time. Actual combat is like that.
    

    
      And magic grew precisely in actual combat.
    

    
      “Surely you mean to pass the rope with that?”
    

    
      “Because I am a Wizard.”
    

    
      Prior to starting, he floated the Shadow made into a circle on the river.
    

    
      Swept by the current, the Shadow he thought he made sturdy drifted far away.
    

    
      It is fine.
    

    
      He adjusts the hardness again.
    

    
      More sturdily.
    

    
      It was necessary to put in more mana.
    

    
      The Shadow that repeated that three or four times finally balanced on the river.
    

    
      I can do it.
    

    
      Lawrence hung the rope on the thorn bush Shadow.
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      Deep breath only once.
    

    
      There is no need to have his gaze stolen by the swirling current.
    

    
      Now is not the time to be caring about other things.
    

    
      It was necessary to concentrate all his mind.
    

    
      It is fine.
    

    
      He whispered as if telling himself.
    

    
      To put it bluntly, it isn't even Lawrence riding on the Shadow.
    

    
      Simply moving the rope to the other side.
    

    
      Using Shadow to tie it to a tree is the end.
    

    
      Make the Shadow under the feet wide.
    

    
      Prioritize keeping the balance from collapsing.
    

    
      Slowly. And carefully.
    

    
      Shadow began to advance through the river gradually.
    

    
      Do not let go of the string of concentration.
    

    
      If he can control Shadow perfectly, there is no reason he can't cross.
    

    
      The shape that rises clearly even if he closes his eyes.
    

    
      The image drawn in his head countless times. Recreate it with the perfection of magic.
    

    
      Even the falling sound of rain.
    

    
      Even the raging current.
    

    
      Cannot break the concentration of Lawrence controlling Shadow.
    

    
      Sweat drops are different from rainwater form on his forehead.
    

    
      A small groan leaked out between his tightly closed lips.
    

    
      It is different from the pain that comes from using a lot of magic.
    

    
      The feeling of repeatedly carving a sharply forged knife.
    

    
      One stitch. One stitch.
    

    
      Polish and refine the knife tip until there is no more place to carve.
    

    
      The knife tip refined more than necessary reached its limit.
    

    
      The perilousness as if it would break just like that if carved wrongly.
    

    
      It is no different from lonely tightrope walking.
    

    
      The moment balance is lost, Shadow will fall into the river.
    

    
      Do not turn your gaze elsewhere.
    

    
      Just concentrate with all nerves on the knife tip.
    

    
      Around the time that sharpness reached the extreme.
    

    
      He realized Shadow had crossed to the other side of the river.
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      Not yet.
    

    
      He must not relax.
    

    
      Change the shape of the Shadow used as a foothold.
    

    
      Take the rope hanging on the thorn bush and tie it to the tree.
    

    
      After confirming it was tied tightly several times, he looked back at the two people.
    

    
      Neil and Austin nodded.
    

    
      Grabbing the taut rope, they crossed the river in turn.
    

    
      Once the two people crossed the river safely, Lawrence withdrew Shadow.
    

    
      Fatigue different from Shadow Spear was felt.
    

    
      He concentrated so much that a sweet taste came from inside his mouth.
    

    
      Would it be better to rest a little.
    

    
      He felt gazes looking while holding the rope from the opposite side.
    

    
      Move while at it.
    

    
      Lawrence, who gathered his breath, grabbed the rope.
    

    
      Even with a rope, going through the current is not easy.
    

    
      The river, like muddy water is not even visible.
    

    
      The stones spread on the bottom are slippery beyond comparison.
    

    
      He must not relax.
    

    
      If he steps wrongly, rope or whatever, he will be swept away by the current just like that.
    

    
      Overflowing water keeps entering his mouth.
    

    
      How much soil and water did he drink while walking.
    

    
      Someone grabbed him from above as he was about to collapse.
    

    
      “We're here!”
    

    
      “Just a little more!”
    

    
      He has no strength to climb up himself.
    

    
      The two people pulled Lawrence up from inside the river.
    

    
      Exhausted, he lay on the ground.
    

    
      “Are you alive?”
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      He raises his hand silently.
    

    
      “You suffered. If we came this far, we are all here now. Let's hope the mercenaries are at this camp.”
    

    
      “I hope so.”
    

    
      At the words spat out with difficulty, the two people laughed.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The opposite side of the river somehow had a different atmosphere from until now.
    

    
      Is it right to say the air changed?
    

    
      A fishy stench smelled from the scent carried on the wind and rain.
    

    
      It is a swamp smell he hasn't smelled until now.
    

    
      Neil cannot be unaware of what Lawrence felt.
    

    
      Austin was also watching the surroundings with a tense expression.
    

    
      “It is Alligator territory. Just as those guys do not approach the Bugbear's nest. Bugbears also do not come this close.”
    

    
      “In other words, if Balic's party came aiming for Alligators, the possibility they flowed into here is high.”
    

    
      “The problem is they entered too deep. I see it as unavoidable since hunting grounds overlap but.... It is a very dangerous choice.”
    

    
      That contact was lost for such a reason.
    

    
      Neil guided the party while comparing the map and current location.
    

    
      Vigilance is continued by Lawrence and Austin, the two.
    

    
      Austin, an Ulbaniero, had a wide field of vision even in the rainy season's swamp,
    

    
      And Lawrence also looked around using even Shadow Light, which he hadn't handled as much as possible until now.
    

    
      Had a few hours passed since crossing the river?
    

    
      Austin, who climbed on a rock and looked around, called the two people.
    

    
      “Can you look at this?”
    

    
      “Did you find something?”
    

    
      What Austin discovered was an iron plate.
    

    
      Black marks are pressed onto the iron plate about the size of a finger.
    

    
      “Armor fragment.”
    

    
      “There was a fight.”
    

    
      Lawrence's face hardened stiffly.
    

    
      The iron plate came out from the bank across the shallows.
    

    
      When they examined the bank in detail, broken spear shafts or swords and such began to be revealed one by one from underwater besides the iron plate.
    

    
      “Bloodstains.... It would be correct to see them as all washed away.”
    

    
      To mercenaries, equipment is a tool precious next to life.
    

    
      Treating equipment neglectfully is no different from saying one is reducing the possibility of surviving the request oneself.
    

    
      That such equipment is rolling on the ground....
    

    
      Meant something bad happened to the owner.
    

    
      First, it was certain that at least a few days had passed.
    

    
      Even if bloodstains were washed away by rain, scars left on trees do not disappear.
    

    
      Though they can't know how intense the fight was.
    

    
      Traces were continuing along the shallows.
    

    
      “Can you track them?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      Rather, as traces were visible to the eye, tracking became easier.
    

    
      What they learned as they followed the traces is the fact that this fight was an unwanted engagement.
    

    
      Generally, when mercenaries hunt monsters, the method is to devise a fight by inducing only a manageable number.
    

    
      It is easy to understand if one thinks of Forest Spiders.
    

    
      After luring the guys using monster carcasses.
    

    
      Set fire to the forest to block the path so reinforcements no longer come.
    

    
      In a way that catches only the Forest Spiders drawn into the prepared hunting ground. It is controlling potential dangers in advance as much as possible.
    

    
      However, the traces left at this spot show the cart before the horse.
    

    
      The ones who went on the hunt were not the mercenaries but the monsters who attacked them.
    

    
      Those driven into a unilateral defensive position ran away repeating desperate resistance.
    

    
      And the three people who tracked the traces soon faced those trackers.
    

    
      The one who discovered the guys first was Lawrence.
    

    
      Because the trackers possessed by the light of Shadow Light sluggishly revealed their appearances.
    

    
      Alligator.
    

    
      Four Alligators that came out of the river were walking on two feet as if showing off.
    

    
      The guy faced on the ground had an appearance more unsightly than thought.
    

    
      It is not words that came out vainly.
    

    
      On the ground, it was considered just a reasonably large lizard.
    

    
      In the river, the leather that left a black trajectory just glistens.
    

    
      The thorns rising bumpily above that look like seeing insignificant fruit peels.
    

    
      For such a subject, how big the head is, the appearance of walking waddlingly with small feet even evoked a scoff.
    

    
      The armament held in hand is a crude log.
    

    
      Compared to weapons handled by Goblins or Bugbears, it feels like holding something natural just as it is in hand.
    

    
      Or would it be correct to see it as pulling out a tree to use?
    

    
      The Alligators sluggishly loitered around.
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      The three people hiding behind a rock killed the sound of their breathing.
    

    
      Control Shadow Light.
    

    
      To a place as far as possible from the rock where the three people hid.
    

    
      As he sent Shadow Light far away, the guys disappeared following that radiance.
    

    
      “It feels like they are looking for something just like us.”
    

    
      “There is only one reason for guys who should be in the river to come out to the ground. It seems the mercenaries we are looking for are being targeted by them.”
    

    
      “At least it's not the worst.”
    

    
      Austin who heard the story said.
    

    
      “Not the worst?”
    

    
      “That Alligators are tracking means there are mercenaries still surviving. Though we can't know how many are alive.”
    

    
      He cannot laugh.
    

    
      The number of mercenaries who came out with Balic this time is ten in total.
    

    
      Among them were Gawud, Garic, and Ronan too.
    

    
      He couldn't easily guess how many among them would be alive.
    

    
      Did they get close to the tracking net?
    

    
      As they tracked the traces, the frequency of meeting Alligators also began to gradually increase.
    

    
      Footsteps gradually slowing down.
    

    
      The three people who moved carefully soon discovered a cave.
    

    
      The cave placed between trees and rocks was covered with bushes that soaked up water to the fullest. If one didn't look closely, it was to the extent one wouldn't notice the fact that a cave was there.
    

    
      “The traces are continuing to that place.”
    

    
      “It is away from the river too. It is a perfect place to hide the body from Alligators.”
    

    
      “When I came last time, it was a place that was a nest for wild animals. I remember there were bears and bats.... Even if there are some injuries, if they are mercenaries, they would have cleared them sufficiently.”
    

    
      The problem is access is not easy.
    

    
      As they chased the traces, the number of Alligators also increased.
    

    
      Now guys almost forming a group were periodically patrolling the surroundings.
    

    
      There is a need to enter the cave without getting caught by them.
    

    
      But after actually entering the cave is also a problem. According to Neil, there is only one entrance and exit to the cave here.
    

    
      “If things go wrong, even we could be isolated.”
    

    
      “I will lure the Alligators with Shadow Light.”
    

    
      Just as until now, if he can turn the Alligators' attention elsewhere, an opening will appear.
    

    
      “That is not a good idea, Wizard lordship. No matter how stupid the guys are, they aren't idiots.”
    

    
      However, Austin shook his head.
    

    
      “I admit the sphere of light is convenient. But if you keep showing it, Alligators are bound to adapt too. If the guys feel something is strange, then it is really big trouble. I think it is better to save it until the important moment.”
    

    
      “I also agree with Ulbaniero's words. If we have the biggest weapon Alligators don't know, that is precisely you. I hope you use it when there is really no other way.”
    

    
      First, the three people checked the Alligators' locations in shifts.
    

    
      Grasping the time zone when the guys' patrol becomes less frequent.
    

    
      They decided to move aiming for when the number of the group was smallest.
    

    
      “Alligators are nocturnal. If they move, it is morning or day.”
    

    
      Watching for a whole day, the afternoon when the sun hung in the middle of the sky.
    

    
      Moreover, the time past lunchtime had the fewest Alligators.
    

    
      Soon, the three people who finished their meal headed to the cave.
    

    
      As they got closer to the cave, something toxic tickled their noses.
    

    
      “This smell is....”
    

    
      Lawrence looked at Neil.
    

    
      He nodded.
    

    
      This toxic yet familiar scent was Ramael.
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      They are alive.
    

    
      It was certain that someone was in the cave.
    

    
      They hasten their steps.
    

    
      They enter through the bushes blocking the entrance.
    

    
      Austin, who entered last, covered the entrance carefully with bushes, fearing the Alligators might notice.
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      The inside of the cave was filled with Ramael scent.
    

    
      Because the smoke having lost its way rose up hazily, it is hard to breathe without covering the mouth.
    

    
      First, light was needed.
    

    
      “Shadow....”
    

    
      A chilly energy was cast above his head.
    

    
      Someone was aiming a sword at Lawrence in the darkness.
    

    
      “Do not move.”
    

    
      That voice was somehow familiar.
    

    
      “Balic?”
    

    
      “Do you know me?”
    

    
      The sword tip trembled.
    

    
      There is no need to move and unnecessarily arouse wariness.
    

    
      Lawrence opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Shadow Light.”
    

    
      Light drove away the darkness of the cave.
    

    
      Was it because a blinding light rose before his eyes?
    

    
      The man who had slightly turned his head looked at Lawrence again.
    

    
      “You were alive. It is truly fortunate, Balic.”
    

    
      “Surely.... Lawrence. Is it you?”
    

    
      Balic's face revealed under the light had a pale complexion.
    

    
      However, that was only for a moment.
    

    
      Recognizing Lawrence, he shared an emotional embrace.
    

    
      “How did you come here?”
    

    
      “I came to save you. I heard from the Ulbanieros. That you went to the swamp depths to catch Alligators. That contact was suddenly lost.”
    

    
      Austin, who was behind, raised his hand as if glad to see him.
    

    
      “Austin.”
    

    
      “It is fortunate you are safe, Balic. Honestly, I was thinking it would be fortunate even if we found corpses.”
    

    
      “It seems it is not my time to die yet. Since you guys found me like this.”
    

    
      A faint smile rose on that face.
    

    
      Balic shared an embrace with Austin as if thankful.
    

    
      “Thank you. Really thank you.”
    

    
      “It is not all over yet. We don't know what will happen until we get out of here safely.”
    

    
      Lawrence judged the situation cool-headedly.
    

    
      First, shaking off the Alligators' pursuit is the priority.
    

    
      Until they escaped from the guys' grasp, it was not a situation where they could say they were absolutely safe.
    

    
      “I heard there were ten mercenaries in total. How many are alive inside?”
    

    
      At Neil's question, Balic's expression darkened.
    

    
      “...Including me, three people.”
    

    
      “Seven people died?”
    

    
      “What about Gawud? Surely Gawud didn't die too?”
    

    
      At Austin's urgent voice, Balic nodded heavily.
    

    
      “He closed his eyes two days ago from now. The wound on his abdomen eaten by an Alligator was too severe. Because there was no other way, we used a potion but.... His breath stopped just like that.”
    

    
      “That Gawud....”
    

    
      Austin moved his hand to his temple as if his head hurt.
    

    
      “Who are the survivors?”
    

    
      “Garic is wandering between life and death with a high fever. Morus is also in a state where he cannot move a single step because his injuries are severe.”
    

    
      “Ronan is....”
    

    
      He shook his head silently.
    

    
      “What did you do with the corpse?”
    

    
      “We couldn't retrieve it.”
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      For a moment, the face of the taciturn mercenary came to mind.
    

    
      It was a short time, but he was a man one could trust.
    

    
      Ronan, who silently swung his sword in the front line with Balic, was no longer a person of this world.
    

    
      “Did he go without pain?”
    

    
      “It was a single blow. His head flew off from an Alligator's tail.”
    

    
      At least that might be fortunate.
    

    
      Lawrence, having prayed for Ronan's repose, opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Let's go inside first. I think we need to quickly examine the other two people who are said to be in critical condition.”
    

    
      The cave had a bit more depth than I thought.
    

    
      Ramael was also being burned not near the entrance but around the middle of the cave. When they passed here, a small clearing appeared.
    

    
      There, the remaining survivor was lying on the bushes.
    

    
      “Garic.”
    

    
      Garic's body, who enjoyed throwing light jokes, was a ball of fire.
    

    
      Even though he was unconscious, the groans continuously flowing out represented his pain, perhaps because it was painful.
    

    
      “For now, I did all the treatment I could do urgently but.... Honestly, I don't know well if he can live.”
    

    
      “Mr. Neil. Please.”
    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    
      Leave Morus lying next to him to Austin.
    

    
      Neil examined Garic's condition and then took out herbs from his bosom and began to pound them with a stone.
    

    
      He poured the herb juice made that way into that mouth.
    

    
      “Is the guide dead too? No matter how I look at it, the treatment is clumsy.”
    

    
      “When the situation became serious, he ran away.”
    

    
      “He ran away? The guide?”
    

    
      “While running away alone, he was killed by an Alligator.”
    

    
      “Next time, use a guide you can trust.”
    

    
      “He was a guide Gawud found. He said they traveled together several times. Even we didn't know he would run away. Because of that, we had no choice but to collapse one by one while wandering the swamp.”
    

    
      There is a reason for everything.
    

    
      In the end, it means they were isolated in this spot because the guide died.
    

    
      “Morus is okay. Even if the wound festered a little, it is not to the extent of dying. If we take him to the village and treat him, he will be able to get better.”
    

    
      “This mercenary is the problem. The wound is also a wound, but fever is starting from the place bitten by poisonous insects. Even if he survives by luck, there is a possibility he won't be able to use his legs or feet because the fever rose. He will probably find it hard to be active as a mercenary ever again.”
    

    
      Neil prescribed medicine to the two people.
    

    
      The breathing that looked painful became relatively calm around the time half a day passed.
    

    
      “Can he live?”
    

    
      “For now, the dangerous moment has passed. However, if we don't take him to the village quickly and treat him, problems might arise.”
    

    
      There is no time.
    

    
      He knows why Neil is bringing up such words.
    

    
      One cannot catch two rabbits at the same time.
    

    
      If he intends to take care of the mercenary party, he is probably bringing up the words that they cannot proceed to the depths anymore.
    

    
      “There are Ulbanieros behind. Isn't Halag also waiting for us? Once we join them, the rest will be okay.”
    

    
      “There are three injured. Among them, two are seriously injured. Outside is full of Alligators in pursuit. Even if we somehow escape here, going back the way we crossed the river is impossible.”
    

    
      Lawrence's expression darkened.
    

    
      To cross the river, one must endure the swaying current while relying on a rope.
    

    
      Could the two mercenaries who cannot even move their bodies withstand that?
    

    
      There was no way they could endure.
    

    
      If swept by the current, they would simply float away terrifyingly.
    

    
      This is not a matter of training.
    

    
      The swamp is not a kind place to the injured.
    

    
      Recklessness, not courage, will merely hasten death.
    

    
      “It is a difficult situation. Not ending at supporting three people. We must escape the swamp while even escorting them. To go to where Halag is, it would be good to estimate at least ten days. Or about 15 days.”
    

    
      “It takes that long?”
    

    
      “We are moving while accompanied by the injured. If an unexpected situation occurs in the middle, we might need more time. Right. If we think generously, it could take about 20 days.”
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      An unexpected number came out.
    

    
      20 days. It is easy to say 20 days. Considering they have to come back to the depths again and go to the Bugbear's nest, the possibility was high that they would stay in the swamp for well over a month.
    

    
      “Roughly one month. It is a time when it wouldn't be strange if something happened to the Bugbear's nest. Can you really endure it?”
    

    
      “...I need a little time to think.”
    

    
      “Think slowly. Anyway, a little time will be needed until consciousness returns.”
    

    
      Neil began to converse with Balic.
    

    
      It must be that he has something to say regarding the condition of the two mercenaries.
    

    
      He knows what is important.
    

    
      As the Order also teaches, there is nothing more precious than human life.
    

    
      First, guiding the surviving Balic party to the Ulbanieros is the priority.
    

    
      But in the meantime, an abnormality might occur in the Bugbear's nest.
    

    
      At the thought that he might not achieve the really important goal after coming this far, the boy's face became serious.
    

    
      “Wizard lordship.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      Austin approached Lawrence who was lost in thought.
    

    
      “I heard you are going to the swamp depths. Are you perhaps going to the Bugbear's nest?”
    

    
      Did he hear from Neil?
    

    
      There is no reason to deny after coming this far.
    

    
      “Yes. I am well aware that it is a dangerous place. Since there won't be any occasion to borrow Austin's hand by any chance, you can rest assured.”
    

    
      “No. Not that.... Isn't the Wizard lordship also in a hurry? I wondered if it was okay to lose more time than this.”
    

    
      “Because human life comes first. Even if it takes some time, I think saving Balic's party first is right.”
    

    
      Words came out naturally enough to surprise himself.
    

    
      Right. There is no reason to agonize.
    

    
      As he vocalized it into words, it felt like his head was being organized.
    

    
      “The Bugbear's nest is in the deep part of the depths. If you take Balic's party to the outside and return, it will take at least a month.”
    

    
      “It is fine. It's not like the Bugbear's nest has feet, right? I'll think of it as taking a detour.”
    

    
      Putting his mind down, he rather feels unburdened.
    

    
      Saving them is not the end.
    

    
      Taking responsibility for the hand held out is the duty of being human.
    

    
      “Wow, as expected, the Wizard lordship is different. The vessel of the person is refreshingly different. I became foolish for agonizing pointlessly.”
    

    
      Austin burst into refreshing laughter.
    

    
      “Actually, there is a path in the swamp only we Ulbanieros know. As a token of gratitude to the Wizard lordship who helped with this matter, I want to teach you that path.”
    

    
      “Is there also a path going to the Bugbear's nest? I heard the nest is the depth of depths though....”
    

    
      “Is it only there? If we follow the waterway, there is no place in this swamp we cannot go.”
    

    
      As if saying to just trust him, he tapped his left chest.
    

    
      “It is also sorry to hold onto the Wizard lordship's feet any longer. Please move together only until halfway. After that, we will take responsibility and return Balic's party to the village. So since I will tell you the path, go to the Bugbear's nest with Neil from there.”
    

    
      At the unexpected proposal, Lawrence's expression brightened.
    

    
      What weighed on his mind was time.
    

    
      Austin presented a method to resolve that time at once.
    

    
      “Once you arrive at the river where water drains, there is also a boat we ride prepared. If you float it on the river, it will flow on its own following the waterway, so going to the guys' nest won't be that difficult.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Austin.”
    

    
      “Not at all. Instead, please keep this matter a secret. Since we also have circumstances in one way or another, it becomes a little troublesome if rumors spread.”
    

    
      “It is not that difficult of a task. Understood.”
    

    
      Lawrence conveyed this glad news to Neil.
    

    
      “The Ulbaniero teaches the path?”
    

    
      “Yes. He says we can go straight by riding the river where water drains.”
    

    
      “There is such a convenient place? Hard to believe.”
    

    
      “There is no reason to lie, is there? Also, I have a memory of hearing about the path only Ulbanieros know.”
    

    
      The reason Ulbanieros are not afraid of Bugbears.
    

    
      It is what Isolde said. He heard that since Ulbanieros know the entire swamp inside out, they can avoid encountering monsters.
    

    
      “Not up to the depths. That is safe because Ulbanieros usually ride horses. Now that we cannot ride horses, it is better to think there is no safe zone.”
    

    
      “Still, it is true we learned a path where we can go at once. Like this, time won't take that long either.”
    

    
      “Well, like Ulbaniero said, if there is a river where water drains, arriving won't even be a task. Since there is not even a need to make a boat.”
    

    
      Around the time half a day passed from then.
    

    
      Morus, whose physical condition recovered to some extent, regained consciousness.
    

    
      “Balic! You damn bastard!”
    

    
      The first words Morus spat out upon opening his eyes were curses.
    

    
      “Everyone died because of you! Even that Mr. Gawud! Why didn't you go to save them!”
    

    
      As he shouted, he groaned perhaps because his body hurt.
    

    
      However, the gaze filled with malice was still directed at Balic.
    

    
      What on earth happened?
    

    
      At the unexpected reaction, the party looked at Balic.
    

    
      “There was no choice. If we tried to save Gawud, not a single person would have survived.”
    

    
      “Is that something to say!? Ralph.... Ralph intended to go down to his hometown after finishing this request....”
    

    
      “Even the words you are spitting out right now are words you can say because you are alive.”
    

    
      “This fuck!”
    

    
      As if he couldn't stand it anymore, Morus raised his voice.
    

    
      “Can't you even say a word of apology!”
    

    
      “Why is there a need to apologize? I do not regret my choice. It was a place where anyone could die. Gawud and I each had to choose to survive. That I survived is simply because I was lucky.”
    

    
      “Then are you saying Gawud and other colleagues croaked because they were unlucky?”
    

    
      “Right. If Gawud were alive and at this spot, he would have said the exact same thing as me. That is a mercenary.”
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      At Balic's assertion, Morus was speechless.
    

    
      “Do not be mistaken. We are colleagues gathered to resolve the subjugation request, but there is no reason to step forward risking even life in a place where death is obvious. Gawud became a Silver Plaque mercenary like that too. I also became a Silver Plaque mercenary after surviving at the crossroads of choice.”
    

    
      “Fuck. Fuck....”
    

    
      As if he couldn't deny it, he lowered his head.
    

    
      Only aimless curses lingered inside the cave.
    

    
      “Cool your head first. If you have strength to curse me, devote it to recovery. If it weren't for the people here, you wouldn't have been able to open your eyes ever again.”
    

    
      “I know even if you don't say it. Fuck. Dog-like mercenary. Why did I leave the village proposing to do this shit....”
    

    
      When Morus calmed down, Balic quietly left the spot.
    

    
      Neil and Austin examine Morus who is coughing dryly.
    

    
      It should be fine to leave this place to them.
    

    
      Lawrence chased after Balic who left alone.
    

    
      “Balic.”
    

    
      Balic was putting Ramael into the fire.
    

    
      “Do you also intend to resent me who couldn't protect Ronan?”
    

    
      “No. Although I can't know the detailed situation, I think I also understand it was an unavoidable choice.”
    

    
      Even Balic wouldn't have wanted to abandon a colleague.
    

    
      However, a mercenary is a job always back-to-back with the worst situations. If it is a dangerous situation where everyone could die, it is right for those who can live to live.
    

    
      Balic and Gawud who were looking at the party's leader.
    

    
      The two people surely would have chosen the method for even one more colleague to survive in that situation.
    

    
      “Even you who say that won't be able to abandon a colleague.”
    

    
      “Well. I am not that good of a person. If I actually face such a situation, I might run away first.”
    

    
      “No. Lawrence. If you were a guy who could do that, you wouldn't have even come here to save us.”
    

    
      Balic, who flipped the Ramael with a tree branch, said.
    

    
      “I will tell you at this opportunity. You do not suit a mercenary.”
    

    
      “Do you perhaps want to say I am too affectionate too?”
    

    
      It is a phrase he heard to the point of being sick of it.
    

    
      It was time to admit it now. Since everyone he meets brings up these words, it is because he realized it was useless to say no alone.
    

    
      “It is fortunate you know. If you don't want to die early, quit being a mercenary. And like a Wizard, save that talent and enter the Magic Tower. That is good for you too.”
    

    
      “Still, thanks to me being affectionate, didn't Balic also overcome a crisis?”
    

    
      “That we don't know. If unlucky, you or I might be fated to die here. Do not underestimate Ulbazar Swamp. No matter how great your magic is, if just a few Alligators gather, we are all dead lives.”
    

    
      As if telling him to judge cool-headedly, he continued.
    

    
      “If the worst situation occurs, abandon the injured first. Morus and Garic. I am no exception.”
    

    
      “Balic.”
    

    
      “I am not saying this only for you. It is best if such a situation doesn't come, but mercenary work is something where one doesn't know even an inch ahead. Abandoning those with severe injuries first is for even one more person to survive. Or what? Do you have a hobby of dying together?”
    

    
      “That's not what I mean. Already seven people have died. We have to find a way for all remaining people to survive.”
    

    
      “Because that couldn't be done, only the three of us remain.”
    

    
      Is he only listing stories that are too idealistic.
    

    
      However, Lawrence did not want to see the three people found after this hardship die.
    

    
      “Become cool-headed. If that doesn't work, become heartless. It is not limited only to mercenary work. The guy who dies first in the battlefield is a human with too much affection like you. I am saying this sincerely. The world is in this shape because foolishly good-natured people die first.”
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      Balic took out something from his bosom.
    

    
      The identity of the dirty bottle emitting red light is a potion.
    

    
      “I heard you are going to the Bugbear's nest. Take it.”
    

    
      “It is fine. I also possess potions.”
    

    
      “Take it when I tell you to take it. With this, there is no life debt.”
    

    
      Tying the knot is priority over anything else.
    

    
      At the words he didn't want to owe a debt, Lawrence answered.
    

    
      “Understood. But this debt cannot be settled with a single potion.”
    

    
      “Money? Fine. If we can escape safely, I will take care of it.”
    

    
      “Money is done too. Rather than that, I heard a bard came to the inn recently. Once we return to the village, just treat everyone to the bard's songs and a meal.”
    

    
      Balic is not someone who wouldn't know what that means.
    

    
      The story premised on returning to the village was the same as a promise to escape the swamp safely.
    

    
      “...I can't give a definite answer. For now, understood. If we can return to the village, let's say I'm treating.”
    

    
      “Yes. Since we are eating, I will call Isolde too. As it turned out, she had a younger sister.”
    

    
      He frowned slightly.
    

    
      “I heard the story. Surely she doesn't resemble Isolde? That terrible foot smell is enough with one person.”
    

    
      “Ahaha. Well that is. Doris is completely different from Isolde. Balic will probably be surprised if you see her too.”
    

    
      He felt the tense tension loosened a little.
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      It was half a day later when Garic regained consciousness.
    

    
      “Did I really croak? I see people I shouldn't be seeing.”
    

    
      “Then you would have seen the Goddess, not me.”
    

    
      “Is it really you, Lawrence?”
    

    
      “It is me. I am glad you are safe, Garic.”
    

    
      “To think you would come to save us. I am glad to death, you rascal! Ouch!”
    

    
      Garic, who was expressing gladness, complained of pain.
    

    
      Groaning as if his whole body ached, he lay back down on the spot.
    

    
      “I would have been happier if it weren't for this situation. Recovering your body is the priority for now. It is not too late to talk after that.”
    

    
      He had only just regained consciousness.
    

    
      He passed the critical moment, but it was certain Garic's condition was bad.
    

    
      Still, was it because he opened his eyes?
    

    
      Around the time the sun set and rose again, both of them were able to recover to a level where they could somehow eat a meal.
    

    
      The problem was there was no more time to be doing this.
    

    
      “This is the last of the Ramael we have.”
    

    
      “Mr. Neil.”
    

    
      “It is the same for us too. Also, there is a bigger problem than that.”
    

    
      “Is it food?”
    

    
      “The most urgent thing is water.”
    

    
      As long as they are isolated inside the cave, there is no way to obtain either food or drinking water.
    

    
      Above all, the two people with fever were drinking more water than usual.
    

    
      Balic is not completely in good condition either.
    

    
      He is only better compared to Garic or Morus.
    

    
      That his physical condition was bad was crystal clear to anyone's eyes.
    

    
      Lawrence, who grasped the situation, called everyone to one place.
    

    
      “We will escape the cave by this afternoon at the latest.”
    

    
      “That is welcome news to hear. Finally getting out of this damned swamp.”
    

    
      “What about the Alligators? The guys who were chasing us must still be outside.”
    

    
      “Austin is watching the situation outside. We will escape aiming for the time when the guys' vigilance is thinnest as much as possible. Since I can lure about one group, even if we face the worst situation, I hope you follow instructions well.”
    

    
      Lawrence showed Shadow Light.
    

    
      When he revealed the fact that he lured the Alligators they actually encountered, the mercenaries' faces brightened.
    

    
      “That is fortunate. As expected, a Wizard is somewhat different indeed.”
    

    
      “This much is nothing. With one shot of our Lawrence's magic, even that Bugbear croaks in one shot. Would an Alligator be any different? Even if we encounter one, there is no need to worry.”
    

    
      “No. That is not a good idea, Garic.”
    

    
      As if sorry to ruin the good atmosphere, Balic said.
    

    
      “While you guys were asleep, the number of Alligators increased tremendously. If Lawrence uses that magic, the guys nearby will notice. Then it is the end. We cannot defeat all that large number.”
    

    
      At the gaze asking if that was true, Lawrence nodded.
    

    
      “It is not a situation where we can aim for just one. We have to escape secretly. In a way that we don't get caught by them.”
    

    
      Fighting Alligators is strictly the last resort.
    

    
      If a battle breaks out, other guys are bound to notice too.
    

    
      If the guys who heard the disturbance start to gather, not one person will be able to survive.
    

    
      “Mr. Neil will stand at the head. The injured Garic and Morus in the middle formation. Balic will watch their back. Lawrence and Austin will stand guard at the very rear.”
    

    
      Once they made up their minds to do so, it didn't take a long time until departure.
    

    
      Having little to prepare also played a part.
    

    
      Since they used almost all the items they had, there was nothing to pack separately.
    

    
      And there was an unexpected harvest.
    

    
      “Mr. Neil.”
    

    
      “Busy. Do not call me.”
    

    
      Neil, who was busy preparing to escape the cave, frowned.
    

    
      “I am sorry. If it is okay, could you look at this?”
    

    
      “I must have said I was busy.”
    

    
      “I discovered an herb. I don't know the name, but I thought Mr. Neil would know its usage.”
    

    
      “Herb, my foot. Obviously it's just a poisonous plant.”
    

    
      Complaining yet coming when called is just like Neil.
    

    
      Lawrence showed the grass he discovered inside the cave.
    

    
      At a glance, it is grass no different from just weeds.
    

    
      “...Where did you say you found this?”
    

    
      “It was on the cave ceiling. It was easy to discover because only this was growing separately.”
    

    
      Still, it was certain this was not ordinary grass.
    

    
      Although not to the extent of saying he has much knowledge about herbs, the boy also dug Aurele in the past, and recently joined the herb gathering.
    

    
      He has enough eye to distinguish whether it is a weed or an herb.
    

    
      “Too coincidental to be a coincidence. Is it perhaps the Spirit's will....”
    

    
      A groan similar to a moan leaked out.
    

    
      “It is Tyray.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “It is that very phantom herb that grows only in the swamp depths.”
    

    
      This grass root that doesn't even look like a handful is Tyray?
    

    
      “How you will use that depends on your....”
    

    
      “That is fortunate. With this, Doris's illness can also be cured.”
    

    
      Lawrence handed the Tyray to Neil.
    

    
      “It would be better for Mr. Neil to keep it than me. Anyway, it cannot be used as is, right? I hope you bring it to the Head Priest after making it into medicine.”
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      Why is it.
    

    
      Neil is staring blankly at the proffered Tyray.
    

    
      “Mr. Neil?”
    

    
      “...It is nothing. I just realized once again how foolish of a guy you are.”
    

    
      “Your words are a bit harsh. I think of Mr. Neil as a decent person.”
    

    
      In the first place, Neil is the one who guided this difficult path without a penny of reward.
    

    
      If he discovered Tyray, he intended to give it to him from the start.
    

    
      Although he doesn't know how much he will receive from Isolde.
    

    
      Looking at his character, he was certain he would hand it over at a conscientious price.
    

    
      In the first place, this matter has entered Ignatius's ears.
    

    
      He saw little possibility of taking unexpected action by one in a million chance.
    

    
      “Understood. I will take responsibility and deliver this to Doris.”
    

    
      Neil, who chuckled, received the Tyray and put it in the herb bag.
    

    
      That laugh looking somewhat soft is probably not just a feeling.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Rub this? Are you in your right mind?”
    

    
      The three people who saw the dirty leather clothes made reluctant expressions.
    

    
      “Then die. But if you are going to die, die alone. Do not pointlessly get other party members involved.”
    

    
      “This is a bit not right. Ugh. Fuck. It's not like you smeared some shit and piss on it.”
    

    
      “Do you think only shit and piss were smeared? If we don't do even this, we cannot deceive the guys' noses. Especially you two sweat a lot, so the moment you go out as is, you will be caught by the guys.”
    

    
      Lawrence also made a reluctant expression along with them.
    

    
      The stench was terribly severe, and it seems the excrement of wild animals or monsters was also smeared on the leather clothes.
    

    
      It is an uncomfortable truth.
    

    
      Honestly, a story he didn't want to know.
    

    
      The two people who were grumbling began to rub the leather clothes on their equipment as if they didn't want to die.
    

    
      Lawrence, slightly apart from them, looked at Balic.
    

    
      “That shield. Will it be okay?”
    

    
      The shield that was okay even when blocking a Bugbear's blow.
    

    
      Now, the center part was deeply gouged.
    

    
      Depending on the situation, it wouldn't be strange if it broke helplessly.
    

    
      “It will be able to endure about one more time.”
    

    
      “Understood. In case of an emergency, I will leave it to you.”
    

    
      “Do not worry.”
    

    
      Personally, he hopes there won't be an occasion for him to step forward, but.
    

    
      Only by considering the worst situation can one quickly cope even if faced with a crisis.
    

    
      The party that finished preparations gathered in front of the cave.
    

    
      “Watch your step and absolutely do not make a sound first until I say it is okay. Compared to Bugbears, Alligators do not have an excellent sense of smell, but they are guys sensitive to sound.”
    

    
      Neil, seeing the mercenaries nodding, stepped out of the cave.
    

    
      “Lawrence.”
    

    
      As Garic and Morus followed behind him, Balic said.
    

    
      “Remember what I said last time.”
    

    
      It is not words wishing for an answer.
    

    
      Austin, who saw that back following the party, asked.
    

    
      “What does that mean, Wizard lordship?”
    

    
      “It is nothing.”
    

    
      Lawrence smiled bitterly.
    

    
      The number of the party is a total of 6 people.
    

    
      Even as empty words, it is not a good number to hide the body.
    

    
      Even though they aimed for the time when the number of Alligators was small. If one listened just a little, the sound of tails brushing the ground could be heard.
    

    
      If things go wrong, this side's location will be discovered.
    

    
      Even the formation maintaining the head and tail is long.
    

    
      As the situation was so, finding places to hide the body from Alligators in between was important.
    

    
      For this, Neil, who looked around the surrounding terrain, instructed hiding and moving one by one in appropriate places.
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      Words do not go back and forth.
    

    
      Pointing to places where each can hide with gazes and hand signals.
    

    
      Neil himself used a camouflage screen to deceive the Alligators' eyes.
    

    
      A precarious situation continues.
    

    
      Unlike the three people whose bodies were reasonably okay, the mercenaries did not have intact stamina. As the tension like walking on thin ice passed about 30 minutes, their footsteps began to gradually slow down.
    

    
      Still, no one brings up the words to rest.
    

    
      Mercenaries also know.
    

    
      If they stop here, they die.
    

    
      Places where they can hide their bodies are not continuously safe places either.
    

    
      They can only deceive the Alligators' eyes for a moment.
    

    
      That it becomes a dangerous place before even a few minutes pass could be known just by looking at the guys' movements.
    

    
      Of course, it wasn't that they could cope with all situations.
    

    
      There were times when hiding was late. And there were occasions encountering the guys in places where there were no places to hide.
    

    
      Every time that happened, Lawrence's magic shone.
    

    
      “Shadow Light.”
    

    
      The sphere of light turned the gaze of the approaching Alligator.
    

    
      The guy looked at the sphere of light suspiciously, then turned the direction it was going and moved following the Shadow Light.
    

    
      It still works.
    

    
      However, seeing that the reaction was slow, deceiving eyes with Shadow Light had now reached its limit.
    

    
      Fortunately, there was no occasion facing the worst situation.
    

    
      Around the time the sun floating above the trees was no longer visible.
    

    
      The party was able to escape the Alligators' pursuit.
    

    
      “Everyone suffered. It seems we have now escaped the dangerous area.”
    

    
      Garic, whose tension was released at Neil's words, sat down on the spot.
    

    
      “Wow, fuck. We lived, right?”
    

    
      “Lower your voice. It means we escaped the dangerous area. Because it is not a safe place.”
    

    
      “You should have told me that a bit earlier....”
    

    
      Startled, he looked around the surroundings.
    

    
      The appearance of an Alligator likely to appear from behind a tree right now was not visible.
    

    
      “If we came this far, it is okay. From now on, we can find a little leisure. It would be good to secure water first while resting a bit.”
    

    
      As if saying he could finally live, Austin leaned against a tree.
    

    
      Spinning the rope round and round with one hand, he opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Wizard lordship. The river where water drains that I mentioned is right above here. Finding it won't be that difficult. If you just go up, an endless river will appear. You will know right away when you see a few ships around. Since they are all ships we made, you can just ride roughly whatever you like and go.”
    

    
      Right above.
    

    
      Lawrence looked in the direction Austin pointed.
    

    
      If the river where water drains is there, it is right to part ways here. Since they passed a big crisis for now, it seems okay to leave it to Austin from now on.
    

    
      “Then which direction should we go after boarding the ship?”
    

    
      “Hmm.... If my memory is correct, it seems we went straight north. Ah, even if you take a wrong turn a little, you will know immediately when night comes.”
    

    
      A small smile formed on his lips.
    

    
      “That is something hard to see anywhere in the swamp....”
    

    
      A crunching sound rang out.
    

    
      Austin's voice that couldn't become words scattered into the sky.
    

    
      Wood fragments scattered along with red blood.
    

    
      It was instant death.
    

    
      Austin, who was conversing until just a moment ago, died.
    

    
      “It's an Alligator!”
    

    
      “Hide!”
    

    
      A scream rang out.
    

    
      Lawrence, who reflexively hid behind a tree, looked around.
    

    
      The appearance of an Alligator is not visible.
    

    
      No. It is visible.
    

    
      That far place close to the shallows.
    

    
      He saw something looking like a black dot gradually growing larger.
    

    
      Surely they threw it from there?
    

    
      “Do not hide! Run away!”
    

    
      Neil's voice woke everyone up.
    

    
      That is right.
    

    
      It was not the time to hide.
    

    
      Rather, they had to flee even a little faster now while there was distance.
    

    
      Morus and Garic came into the eyes of Lawrence who got up hurriedly.
    

    
      “Garic! Morus!”
    

    
      “This fuck! I know too!”
    

    
      “.......”
    

    
      They do not move even when called.
    

    
      No. To be precise, it is correct that they cannot move.
    

    
      Garic, completely exhausted, couldn't raise his body, and Morus is staring blankly at the dead Austin.
    

    
      What should be done?
    

    
      “Shadow Spear!”
    

    
      Time to think is precious.
    

    
      Hold the Alligators' feet even a little.
    

    
      Lawrence, who cast magic recklessly, threw it toward the approaching dot.
    

    
      “Damn it. Goddamn. Just go! Fuck. Like this we'll all die!”
    

    
      “Lawrence!”
    

    
      “Balic! Take Garic and Morus!”
    

    
      “Stupid guy!”
    

    
      As if he knew this would happen, Balic spat out curses.
    

    
      But Balic, who said so, hurriedly carried Garic on his back.
    

    
      “If you want to live, hold the shield properly.”
    

    
      “I know too!”
    

    
      The problem is Morus.
    

    
      Even Balic cannot take care of two people.
    

    
      “Mr. Neil!”
    

    
      “I am going now!”
    

    
      The urgent shout was buried in the sound of trees and disappeared.
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      He thought a black doll passed by.
    

    
      The tree that flew at tremendous speed pierced Morus.
    

    
      It didn't end with being swept away. Like some trash, Morus's body rolled mercilessly on the ground.
    

    
      Flying away unsightly, he fell next to Lawrence.
    

    
      “Morus!”
    

    
      “...Sa, save....”
    

    
      The words could not tie the final knot.
    

    
      Morus, who vomited a lump of blood, went limp.
    

    
      The lower body turned into a grotesque form could no longer return to its original appearance.
    

    
      “This damn it!”
    

    
      The surroundings are noisy.
    

    
      Surely the Alligators must have noticed this disturbance.
    

    
      They must move hurriedly.
    

    
      If they stay like this, he will also end up like the other two people.
    

    
      “Lawrence!”
    

    
      Now Neil is running while shouting the boy's name.
    

    
      Balic looking back even while running desperately.
    

    
      Garic barely holding the shield.
    

    
      The faces of the three people came into Lawrence's eyes.
    

    
      “Mr. Neil! See you in the village!”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Lawrence, who cast Shadow Spear, came out from the spot.
    

    
      The direction his steps are heading is not where the other three people fled.
    

    
      The direction Austin told right before dying.
    

    
      The boy began to run toward the river where water drains.
    

    
      “Let's definitely meet again alive!”
    

    
      “Damn! Do not worry about us!”
    

    
      Whether Neil grasped Lawrence's intention momentarily.
    

    
      He quickly turned his steps and fled in the opposite direction.
    

    
      “If you die, I will go to kill you! Are you listening, Lawrence!?”
    

    
      There was no leisure to return an answer.
    

    
      What he puts in his mouth is the boy's specialty, Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Tie the guys' feet even a little.
    

    
      That was the best action he could do for Lawrence himself and for the party fleeing in the other direction.
    

    
      Run and run again.
    

    
      When he thought he saw something shining over there.
    

    
      Lawrence faced a river whose end was invisible.
    

    
      River where water drains.
    

    
      Recognizing this was the place Austin mentioned, he looked around.
    

    
      Ship. Ship. Ship....
    

    
      There it is.
    

    
      Like he said, small ships were seen near the waterside.
    

    
      Naturally, there are no ships floating on the river.
    

    
      Lawrence looked back.
    

    
      The appearance of Alligators is not yet visible.
    

    
      However, the sound of the earth shaking is gradually getting closer.
    

    
      At that moment, a black light rushed in.
    

    
      He couldn't react in time.
    

    
      The tree that barely grazed the boy struck the ship directly just like that.
    

    
      Crunch.
    

    
      With a terrible sound, the broken ship sank.
    

    
      It is not just one ship.
    

    
      Even the ships that were consecutively behind were swept into that area of influence.
    

    
      A fierce gust blew.
    

    
      This time it was visible. It is an Alligator.
    

    
      Whenever the guys' tails were swung, trees nearby flew into the sky in succession.
    

    
      There is no more time.
    

    
      If he stays like this, he is bound to become a skewer on a tree.
    

    
      Avoiding the raining trees, Lawrence floated a ship on the river.
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      Getting on the river where water drains wasn't the end.
    

    
      Since we were close to land, the boat didn't get the influence of the current.
    

    
      Because of that, the boat only barely moved forward when I rowed with all my might.
    

    
      The problem was the Alligator that wouldn't let go of the string of pursuit.
    

    
      Although it stopped the brutish act of blowing away trees with its tail.
    

    
      The moment they entered the river, the situation changed as if to show off.
    

    
      There was no speed more terrifying.
    

    
      The Alligator freely roaming underwater was truly terror itself.
    

    
      A black trajectory assaulted the boat.
    

    
      There was no leisure to hold the oars.
    

    
      It was too obvious that the small boat would capsize if swept up in the spray they created.
    

    
      “Shadow Spear!”
    

    
      I somehow blocked their approach.
    

    
      At least when the shadow spears rained down, the guy hid its body.
    

    
      Whether it hit or not wasn't important.
    

    
      The opportunity was when the Alligator dodged the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      I rowed as much as possible to widen the distance.
    

    
      I didn't know if I was going in the right direction.
    

    
      The swamp, which had started to darken, along with the pouring rain, was making it impossible to distinguish even an inch ahead.
    

    
      Still, it wasn't the worst.
    

    
      The fact that I could secure vision with Shadow Light was huge.
    

    
      Since I could row without the boat getting stuck at least, I succeeded in widening the distance little by little.
    

    
      Suddenly, an ominous thought occurred to me.
    

    
      Surely they weren't guiding me to a hunting ground like driving prey?
    

    
      I heard the Bugbear's nest was at this end.
    

    
      I had heard plenty that Alligators and Bugbears didn't interfere in each other's territories. If I could escape like this, they would eventually let go of the string of pursuit at some point.
    

    
      All that remained was to endure until then.
    

    
      Fortunately, the headache caused by the abuse of magic hadn't come yet.
    

    
      The number of Shadow Spears I had roughly cast was in the double digits.
    

    
      Since the situation was urgent, I focused on speed rather than power.
    

    
      There was no need to expend effort to catch the Alligator chasing me.
    

    
      Even if I defeated it.
    

    
      Compared to the number of guys following, it was a drop in the bucket.
    

    
      Numbers rather than power. I judged it necessary to cast more Shadow Spears to delay the Alligator's pursuit.
    

    
      The aim hit the mark exactly.
    

    
      In fact, Lawrence had survived until now because he successfully continued a war of nerves that could be called subtle.
    

    
      However, if there was one thing overlooked….
    

    
      It was that I didn't know how long the river where water drains was.
    

    
      The boat swept by the current shook precariously.
    

    
      Losing balance and tilting for a moment.
    

    
      A rising black trajectory entered my vision on one side.
    

    
      Too late.
    

    
      Since interception failed, the way out was close combat.
    

    
      “Fire Tail!”
    

    
      The judgment was instantaneous.
    

    
      Just before falling, Lawrence struck the river with a whip of fire.
    

    
      “Kugh!”
    

    
      There was no time to take a breakfall.
    

    
      Dull pain spread from my head where it hit the boat.
    

    
      The shock didn't end with just once.
    

    
      Was it because I allowed the approach?
    

    
      I rolled around inside the boat that was fluctuating up and down.
    

    
      I barely managed to wrap my arms around my head, but conversely, my exposed elbows and knees were busy bumping into things.
    

    
      Pain that made tears leak out a bit.
    

    
      But there was no time to be groaning.
    

    
      Lawrence got up inside the shaking boat and looked around.
    

    
      The figure of the Alligator that attacked the boat was not visible.
    

    
      Only water spray was rising in the spot where the black shadow had surfaced.
    

    
      “Shadow Light.”
    

    
      I slowly secured the surrounding vision with Shadow Light.
    

    
      I must not relax my tension.
    

    
      I kept Fire Tail maintained so I could react at any time.
    

    
      Fortunately, it seemed only that guy had approached avoiding Lawrence's eyes.
    

    
      Even looking around carefully, there were no wavering shadows.
    

    
      I withdrew Fire Tail.
    

    
      I sent the Shadow Light to a place a bit further away.
    

    
      I didn't remember which direction I was heading.
    

    
      I only had the thought that the swamp visible under the Shadow Light all looked the same.
    

    
      However, I realized that was soon a useless anxiety.
    

    
      It wasn't the end.
    

    
      This was just the beginning.
    

    
      Black shadows difficult to count were approaching.
    

    
      Seeing the guys tightening in from all sides, Lawrence raised his hand.
    

    
      “Shadow Spear.”
    

    
      There was no room for distracting thoughts to intervene.
    

    
      This place was a place of death.
    

    
      To survive, I had to struggle desperately.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Severe dizziness ran through my head.
    

    
      The collapsing field of view gave me an indescribable unpleasantness.
    

    
      “Shadow Spear.”
    

    
      Yet I couldn't lower my hand.
    

    
      Lawrence, having cast Shadow Spear, panted heavily.
    

    
      “Haa. Haa.”
    

    
      How many times has it been already?
    

    
      Twenty? Thirty? I don't know.
    

    
      I don't remember how many Shadow Spears I cast.
    

    
      However, one thing was certain: I had overused Shadow Spear to the point where it wouldn't be strange if I had reached my limit long ago.
    

    
      However, was it because I was driven into such an extreme situation?
    

    
      The boy's mind, having reached its limit, became surprisingly cool.
    

    
      I checked the condition of my body.
    

    
      I could still move. The place where I bumped into the boat hurt, but compared to when I was being chased in the Spider Forest, it wasn't serious.
    

    
      The pain in my chest and the headache.
    

    
      Both were racing towards the worst due to repeated magic use.
    

    
      Considering my wrecked physical condition, Shadow Spear would end after one or two more times. I thought Fire Tail might be possible about three or four times.
    

    
      It was the sensation I felt when I subdued the Bugbear.
    

    
      Even though my eyes were open, my vision was cut in half.
    

    
      The bug that started digging in from the corner of my vision was gradually taking away the function of my eyes.
    

    
      At some point, the sound of the Alligator approaching became inaudible.
    

    
      It wasn't a situation where I could be relieved.
    

    
      Like my eyes, my ears lost their function due to repeated magic use.
    

    
      As proof of that, only black trajectories were still wriggling in the endless river.
    

    
      An unfamiliar sensation experienced for the first time.
    

    
      So I realized.
    

    
      Acheron said.
    

    
      Surpassing limits does not become a method of training.
    

    
      It was as he said.
    

    
      This was nothing more than ruining the body.
    

    
      I realized I had crossed a line I shouldn't cross as a wizard.
    

    
      It wouldn't be strange if I had collapsed long ago.
    

    
      The reason the boy was holding onto the string of consciousness was that the efforts he had polished until now were shining.
    

    
      But I couldn't stop.
    

    
      It didn't matter if I had reached my limit.
    

    
      It was certain that the moment I stopped the magic, I would die.
    

    
      Die if I do this. Die if I do that.
    

    
      Then, I would just not give up, even if I had to burn my life.
    

    
      Did the guys do some learning in their own way?
    

    
      The Alligator's attacks became gradually faster as time passed.
    

    
      They must have realized that while the magic was certainly threatening, it wasn't powerful enough to take their lives.
    

    
      I showed too much.
    

    
      No matter if they were demonic beasts, if they saw magic this much, they were bound to adapt.
    

    
      Because that was the survival method of the guys living in the swamp.
    

    
      Lawrence wasn't playing around either.
    

    
      The moment I realized I couldn't tie their feet with threats anymore, I switched the magic to Shadow Spear that emphasized power over speed.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear that left the boy's hand hit the Alligator.
    

    
      Since I focused on power, the shock rode the water spray and struck the boat.
    

    
      The boat shook precariously.
    

    
      Lawrence, grabbing the boat with both hands, put strength into his eyes.
    

    
      I confirmed with my own two eyes that the guy was hit by the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      However, no matter how long I waited, the corpse didn't float up.
    

    
      Did the power of the Shadow Spear reduce as it was sucked into the water?
    

    
      Only blue blood spread for a moment on the dark water.
    

    
      I wasn't disappointed.
    

    
      Getting out of this place was the priority.
    

    
      I grabbed the oars and rowed vigorously.
    

    
      Pushing through the current made by the Shadow Spear, the boat moved forward on the river.
    

    
      How much time had passed?
    

    
      At some point, the river where water drains had sunk into darkness.
    

    
      The vision distinguishable with Shadow Light became narrower.
    

    
      I could no longer intercept Alligators at a long distance with Shadow Spear.
    

    
      I drove away the guy approaching the boat with Fire Tail.
    

    
      It was unavoidable that the boat fluctuated as much as I allowed the distance.
    

    
      Still, there was no other way.
    

    
      I lured the Alligator until the breathtaking moment and attacked.
    

    
      At least fire was a weakness.
    

    
      That statement wasn't wrong.
    

    
      Even with the river around, fire dealt effective blows to them.
    

    
      The Alligator screamed a shriek dyed in pain.
    

    
      Serves you right.
    

    
      A cornered prey is the most scary enemy.
    

    
      I taught that fact thoroughly to the guys approaching without knowing anything.
    

    
      Even with the light of Shadow Light, I couldn't know where I was going.
    

    
      The chasing Alligators were merely acting as guideposts.
    

    
      Why guideposts?
    

    
      Because I just had to run away avoiding the direction they were coming from.
    

    
      Eventually, even the Shadow Light, which had been a lighthouse in the darkness, disappeared.
    

    
      Nothing was visible anymore.
    

    
      An endless open sea where the end couldn't be seen.
    

    
      Lawrence collapsed onto the boat like a puppet with its strings cut.
    

    
      Did I drive away all the Alligators?
    

    
      I don't know.
    

    
      I have no strength to stand up anymore.
    

    
      It felt like everything would end the moment I stood up.
    

    
      This wasn't the time to be like this.
    

    
      If the attacks stopped, I had to row.
    

    
      Because that was the only way to survive here.
    

    
      However, I absolutely couldn't row.
    

    
      Let alone the oars, I didn't have the strength to move a single finger.
    

    
      I just felt that my breathing was rough.
    

    
      It's a relief. Seeing that I was somehow gasping for breath, it seems it wasn't time to die yet.
    

    
      Not time to die yet.
    

    
      This whole situation felt like someone else's business, so a wry smile came out.
    

    
      …Did my consciousness cut off for a moment?
    

    
      When I opened my eyes again, I felt a hot sensation.
    

    
      My thoughts melted into the heat.
    

    
      Something flowed down my face.
    

    
      Was it raining?
    

    
      It seemed the raindrops that had poured terribly were falling.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      This wasn't rain.
    

    
      I just hadn't realized it. Tears were flowing.
    

    
      When I raised my hand to touch it, it felt slippery.
    

    
      Hot. Sticky. And somehow, it even smelled fishy.
    

    
      Suddenly, I snapped to my senses.
    

    
      It wasn't tears. It was blood. Unable to withstand the excessive magic exercise, blood was flowing from my eyes.
    

    
      Not just the eyes.
    

    
      Blood was flowing from my nose and mouth as well.
    

    
      It seemed the body that had exceeded its limit had become a wreck inside and out.
    

    
      The alarm in my head rang without rest.
    

    
      This wasn't the time to be dazed.
    

    
      If I did nothing like this, I might really die.
    

    
      With trembling hands, Lawrence fumbled at his waist.
    

    
      I felt the sensation of an object with my fingertips.
    

    
      The object was a bottle containing liquid.
    

    
      The number was a total of four.
    

    
      Potions I had packed spending a large sum just in case.
    

    
      As I managed to remove the stopper with difficulty, the old woman's warning came to mind.
    

    
      「Do you think a potion is some kind of miracle? It's a kind of drug that forcibly increases recovery. It's deceiving the body. If you deceive the body well, you live. If you can't deceive it, you just croak. Just think of it as your fate. Since you're going to die anyway, it's better to die after trying.」
    

    
      Die if I do. Die if I don't.
    

    
      There was no room for choice.
    

    
      The potion attached to the far right of the waist was definitely the 25 silver one.
    

    
      Since it was expensive, the effect would be certain.
    

    
      Lawrence poured all the contents of the bottle into his mouth.
    

    
      Was it because it mixed with blood?
    

    
      A disgusting taste was felt.
    

    
      I barely suppressed the urge to retch.
    

    
      I must not vomit it out. If I wanted to live, I had to drink it all.
    

    
      The reaction appeared immediately.
    

    
      The throat where the potion went down.
    

    
      Inside the stomach where it went down the throat.
    

    
      Beyond the stomach to the abdomen.
    

    
      A tearing pain rushed in as if a knife had been inserted.
    

    
      “…!!”
    

    
      Pain tasted for the first time.
    

    
      A scream that couldn't become sound burst out of my mouth.
    

    
      I knew at once why she said I would die if I couldn't deceive the body.
    

    
      If it was this kind of pain, it might be better to die instead.
    

    
      The pain brought by the potion didn't end with one round.
    

    
      After the pain like tearing with a knife came fire.
    

    
      As if searing the whole body with fire, the fire demon that started from inside rampaged crazily.
    

    
      I couldn't maintain my consciousness anymore.
    

    
      In the falling consciousness, a thought suddenly occurred.
    

    
      Come to think of it, Balic had given me one potion.
    

    
      Where did I put that potion?
    

    
      Was it the right side? Otherwise the left?
    

    
      Surely what I just drank wasn't that potion?
    

    
      Wouldn't it be better to drink all the other potions before it's too late?
    

    
      No answer came out.
    

    
      Only darkness.
    

    
      Only pitch-black darkness.
    

    
      I welcomed the consciousness falling into the shadow.
    

    
      ….
    

    
      …….
    

    
      Before I knew it, Lawrence was at the lake that held starlight.
    

    
      Blooming radiance.
    

    
      Starlight difficult to count embroidered the lake.
    

    
      A new world that couldn't be considered this world.
    

    
      In the beautiful starlight, the boy grasped the light that shouldn't be reachable.
    

    
      Sensation returned to the body that had been floating as if dreaming.
    

    
      It felt like my throat was burning up.
    

    
      A voice that seemed to crack hovered inside my mouth.
    

    
      The boy, burying his face in the lake, drank the water containing starlight.
    

    
      The expression 'gulping down' would be fitting.
    

    
      Although the swallowing was scratchy because it was somehow sticky, there was no leisure to think about the aftermath.
    

    
      After drinking water frantically, I came to my senses a little.
    

    
      Terrible pain spread every time I moved my body.
    

    
      Because every joint was creaking, I couldn't suppress the groans.
    

    
      Extreme pain led Lawrence to reality.
    

    
      This was not the Astral World.
    

    
      It was certainly not the lake containing starlight seen from between the rifts.
    

    
      Then where is this place?
    

    
      What is the identity of this starlight in the first place?
    

    
      Suppressing the headache and looking closely, I soon realized what it was.
    

    
      Living insects.
    

    
      The identity of the starlight harboring dazzling radiance was Kaizel.
    

    
      A swarm of Kaizel, daringly difficult to count, was illuminating the cave.
    

    
      Truly a fantastic landscape.
    

    
      Even if they are small clusters of light illuminating the darkness.
    

    
      If this number gathers, do they become closer to the sun?
    

    
      It was a beautiful scenery that could be considered the Astral World for a moment.
    

    
      Inside the pouring cluster of stars, the boy saw it.
    

    
      A structure of huge size that couldn't be fully contained in one glance.
    

    
      Harmonizing with the natural cave, it was nature itself.
    

    
      A familiar mark was visible to Lawrence's gaze, who was left speechless.
    

    
      The cross pattern engraved on the Holy Cloth the boy was wearing.
    

    
      The symbol of the Holy Cross Order was engraved on the building.
    

    
      The lost Holy Land I had wandered in search of so much was right before my eyes.
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      Chapter 52 : Swamp Holy Land
    

    
      The boat that ascended the river where water drains entered the Holy Land.
    

    
      Clusters of light created by Kaizel illuminated the Holy Land.
    

    
      The quiet and majestic Corridor of Water welcomed the small pilgrim.
    

    
      It was a space where the word ‘vast’ truly fit.
    

    
      The corridor, which had repeated weathering and dissolution for a long time, was far from its intact form.
    

    
      Old murals that were now indistinguishable.
    

    
      Stalactites and stalagmites formed like icicles created stone pillars.
    

    
      Sculptures that used to be linked one after another had turned into numerous debris and scattered.
    

    
      It was hard to find parts that hadn't discolored on the pillars where the surface had peeled and fallen off.
    

    
      Yet, there was no precarious feeling in the pillars supporting the Holy Land.
    

    
      Rather, an optical illusion arose that made one doubt their eyes.
    

    
      The submerged pillars reflected on the water surface, looking as if another pillar was erected.
    

    
      That appearance was so natural that one might even think it was built with that intention from the start.
    

    
      The ceiling, whose end couldn't be fathomed, was packed with small statues.
    

    
      The grey statues were all wearing flashy clothes.
    

    
      Long eyes and hooked noses.
    

    
      Relatively large heads compared to small bodies.
    

    
      The familiar figure of the Goddess was not visible there.
    

    
      It was unknown who the figures carved on the statues were.
    

    
      If not the Goddess, they might be people revered as saints.
    

    
      I felt it vaguely.
    

    
      If the Holy Land in the Spider Forest was a building comparable to a monastery.
    

    
      The Holy Land in the Ulbazar Swamp was a building comparable to a temple.
    

    
      Reaching the end of the long, long Corridor of Water.
    

    
      The boat, riding the gentle current, touched the land and stopped.
    

    
      Lawrence checked his body condition before getting off the boat.
    

    
      The broken body still complained of pain.
    

    
      Terrible pain rose every time he moved his body.
    

    
      The parts that had been banged multiple times inside the boat were throbbing.
    

    
      Headache goes without saying.
    

    
      Only the bugs disappeared. The throbbing noise remained.
    

    
      At least the comfort was that there was no chest pain signaling the limit.
    

    
      Then it was fine.
    

    
      Although it wasn't a state where he could use magic even as empty words, no figures of Alligators or Bugbears were visible anywhere in the Holy Land.
    

    
      He headed inside following the Kaizel creating clusters of light.
    

    
      Lonely footsteps echoed in the passage.
    

    
      Occasionally, the sound of flapping wings was heard from the dark ceiling.
    

    
      Even the light clusters didn't reach there, so I couldn't know what was there.
    

    
      At least it didn't feel like beings with hostility.
    

    
      At best, wouldn't there be things like bats?
    

    
      If I put my mind to it, I could check with Shadow Light.
    

    
      No matter how high the ceiling, now that my skill in controlling magic has improved, it would probably be possible without difficulty.
    

    
      But that's a no-go.
    

    
      With my body condition bad right now, I didn't want to handle magic if possible.
    

    
      Even to prepare for unforeseen situations.
    

    
      In that sense, Kaizel was becoming a great strength.
    

    
      Because these bugs were illuminating the entire Holy Land which had no fire.
    

    
      Murals were engraved on the cave walls just like the Corridor of Water.
    

    
      Unlike the corridor which was mostly unrecognizable, the murals inside the Holy Land maintained a relatively intact form.
    

    
      That shouldn't be possible.
    

    
      It felt as if the water flowing down through the cracks was protecting the paintings.
    

    
      Lawrence looked around at the murals while moving his steps.
    

    
      Geometric patterns.
    

    
      Symbols of the Holy Cross Order.
    

    
      Priests wearing cassocks and Mass veils.
    

    
      High priests wearing albs and stoles standing on the podium.
    

    
      Bright yellow colors contrasting with the previous statues.
    

    
      Two saints were holding golden chalices filled with red contents.
    

    
      The moment I saw that, I realized.
    

    
      This isn't just a simple mural.
    

    
      Holy and mysterious sacred paintings, Icons.
    

    
      Lawrence recalled Ignatius's teachings.
    

    
      「...Please see with the eyes of the heart. Colors signifying great value. Holy relics imbued with sacred traces. The attire of a shepherd finding lost sheep. And even the placement and composition of objects. When scattered, they only hold fragmentary meanings, but. Only when all of those gather as one can you glimpse the Goddess's will.」
    

    
      I inadvertently looked beyond the passage.
    

    
      Dozens. Maybe hundreds.
    

    
      The unweathered icons continued endlessly on the walls.
    

    
      All different paintings.
    

    
      Even the art styles didn't match.
    

    
      That meant one thing.
    

    
      It meant the icons of the Holy Land were drawn by different people respectively.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      It would be a lie if I said I wasn't impressed.
    

    
      I felt like I opened my eyes in a sense different from magic.
    

    
      The boy without discerning eyes didn't know the true meaning contained in the icons.
    

    
      Still, the inexplicable reverence touched his heart.
    

    
      In a way, that was natural.
    

    
      Even people who didn't know how to write knew how to read by looking at pictures.
    

    
      Is there a more certain method than this as a means to convey a message?
    

    
      With the boy's short knowledge, he thought there wasn't.
    

    
      What the icons conveyed was simple.
    

    
      This is holy land.
    

    
      Even those lacking faith can see and feel it.
    

    
      The power to make one think so resided in the Holy Land.
    

    
      Consciousness soon appeared as a reaction.
    

    
      The spiritual current was enough to make Lawrence feel like a small existence.
    

    
      Regardless of the boy's will, his body trembled.
    

    
      Terror? Fear?
    

    
      Was he just overwhelmed by the atmosphere enveloping the Holy Land?
    

    
      No.
    

    
      That's not it.
    

    
      This trembling. This excitement.
    

    
      The name of this emotion, like impatience, is anticipation.
    

    
      I wasn't wrong.
    

    
      I came to the right place.
    

    
      There's no way there isn't a door leading to the Rift of the Astral World in a place like this.
    

    
      A new Astral World.
    

    
      I couldn't suppress the excitement.
    

    
      Even the pain clinging like noise couldn't hold back his legs anymore.
    

    
      Soon, a space like a stage podium appeared along with wide stairs.
    

    
      At the end of the podium was a door where the expression 'truly magnificent' fit.
    

    
      A huge size not considered a door for people to enter and exit.
    

    
      The door, so big it seemed to touch the ceiling, seemed like it wouldn't budge even if pushed with all one's might.
    

    
      It cannot be opened by individual strength.
    

    
      Literally, wouldn't it barely move if dozens of strong men pushed it?
    

    
      To the left and right, the faces of the statues seen in the corridor were visible.
    

    
      The more detailed stone statues were expressing different emotions respectively.
    

    
      The left, incomparable rage.
    

    
      The right, sorrow with no way to hide.
    

    
      The atmosphere is different from the Order's statues that harbored benevolence.
    

    
      Love and mercy.
    

    
      Items that didn't match the basic ideology of the Order.
    

    
      The reason for feeling inexplicable unpleasantness must be because of that.
    

    
      To go to the door, one had to cross stepping stones.
    

    
      It seemed the water flowing from the river had flowed into here.
    

    
      It wasn't visible from below the stairs, but upon climbing the podium, a small waterway connected the podium and the door.
    

    
      The depth didn't look that deep.
    

    
      But the dark water color kept fueling anxiety.
    

    
      Illusion that somehow gloomy energy was wriggling.
    

    
      Too many thoughts.
    

    
      Shake head to get rid of distracting thoughts.
    

    
      Cross the white stepping stones towards the door.
    

    
      Fortunately, there was no need to worry about how to open the door.
    

    
      A faint cluster of light was leaking through the door.
    

    
      Maybe for an adult, but.
    

    
      It was enough space for a boy to pass through.
    

    
      There was no hesitation.
    

    
      Lawrence pushed his body into the gap.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The atmosphere changed completely.
    

    
      Unlike outside, the inside of the door was overflowing with a sacred current.
    

    
      A lofty arched dome.
    

    
      Mosaics embroidering the ceiling.
    

    
      Seats for the choir prepared on the upper floor.
    

    
      And a huge hall revealed under the chandelier that no longer shone.
    

    
      Only the word majestic hovered in the mouth.
    

    
      A main hall capable of accommodating at least hundreds of believers.
    

    
      Even Kaizel's light clusters couldn't reach here.
    

    
      Instead, grey rocks were reflecting natural light.
    

    
      Not that bright, but not indistinguishable.
    

    
      So it's not an illusion of the eyes.
    

    
      The identity of the dirty lumps of flesh playing in the main hall is Bugbears.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      A stench that shouldn't exist ruthlessly announced reality.
    

    
      The Bugbears visible around were a kind of cubs.
    

    
      Small build and height similar to the boy.
    

    
      Yes. The problem isn't these guys.
    

    
      Lawrence stared at the guy while sweating cold sweat.
    

    
      Deepest inside the main hall. Below the broken Goddess statue, the guy was there.
    

    
      A Bugbear swallowing the pulpit with its fat flesh.
    

    
      The guy sitting on the stairs in front of the altar is hugging a cub.
    

    
      Yes. Sitting.
    

    
      The guy isn't standing in front of the altar but sitting with legs stretched out.
    

    
      But why does it have a physique that seems like it would touch the chandelier if it stretched out its hand?
    

    
      The Alligators or Bugbears seen until now looked like children.
    

    
      Beyond big, an abnormal physique.
    

    
      Just like there was a huge Forest Spider in the Spider Forest.
    

    
      There was a huge Bugbear comparable to that in this place.
    

    
      So to speak, Bugbear King.
    

    
      Yeah. Not bad. Let's call the guy that.
    

    
      The really fortunate thing is that the Bugbear King and the cubs aren't showing hostility.
    

    
      The Bugbear cubs are looking at him with curious gazes.
    

    
      The Bugbear King is also just staring blankly at the strange visitor.
    

    
      There was no particular movement or making a voice.
    

    
      What should I do?
    

    
      If I strike first, now is the opportunity.
    

    
      It is certain that the Bugbears are defenseless.
    

    
      However, is it really possible to defeat them?
    

    
      Check body condition cool-headedly.
    

    
      How many more times can I cast magic?
    

    
      Or how much can I move my body after casting magic?
    

    
      If I aim, it's the Bugbear King.
    

    
      I must take the guy's life with the first magic.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      But I don't know if I can kill the guy in one blow.
    

    
      I don't know what will happen even if fully prepared.
    

    
      With the current tattered state, I wasn't even sure if I could cast a strengthened Shadow Spear even once.
    

    
      The Bugbear cubs scattered around are also a problem.
    

    
      Even if they are cubs, carelessness is forbidden.
    

    
      Their brute strength is at a level transcending imagination.
    

    
      Even now, the holy objects of the main hall are being broken like toys.
    

    
      Lawrence's neck would probably be snapped and more just by lightly gripping it.
    

    
      The number of such cubs isn't five or six, but dozens.
    

    
      Counting the invisible places, it might reach hundreds.
    

    
      Can I have a chance of winning against this number?
    

    
      With the Bugbear King whose strength is unknown?
    

    
      No. Don't be conceited.
    

    
      Must not misjudge skills.
    

    
      Now is the situation to worry about surviving.
    

    
      Still, it's not like there's no way out.
    

    
      The Goddess statue hidden by the Bugbear King's figure.
    

    
      If the Rift of the Astral World is there, I can escape this crisis.
    

    
      Fortunately or unfortunately, the Bugbears aren't interested in Lawrence.
    

    
      If I don't provoke them unnecessarily, approaching the Goddess statue might not be difficult.
    

    
      Right. It's not exactly impossible either.
    

    
      Because it's different from those days when I was helplessly powerless.
    

    
      Lawrence quietly looked around the main hall.
    

    
      The path to reach the Goddess statue in the shortest distance.
    

    
      Or if there is a passage to go around.
    

    
      Speaking bluntly, it might be safer to jump down from the choir seats.
    

    
      I don't know by what principle one enters the Rift of the Astral World.
    

    
      But like the Holy Land in the Spider Forest, if the condition is contact with the Goddess statue, it's worth trying enough.
    

    
      As a last resort, strictly speaking.
    

    
      “Phew.”
    

    
      Lawrence let out a short deep breath.
    

    
      Utilizing the wide main hall fully, he draws a map in his head.
    

    
      Places with relatively fewer Bugbears.
    

    
      Engraving a path to approach the Goddess statue avoiding where the guys play.
    

    
      Bugbear cubs are fine.
    

    
      Because they move a lot, I can dodge them somehow.
    

    
      The problem is... the Bugbear King sitting in front of the altar as expected.
    

    
      Since the Goddess statue is behind him, I have no choice but to take the risk of approaching closer than necessary.
    

    
      I plan to go around the guy as much as possible for now.
    

    
      But considering his size, that wasn't even a small comfort.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The worry wasn't long.
    

    
      No need to hurry. But no leisure to dawdle either.
    

    
      Don't know when the Bugbears' attitude will change.
    

    
      Slowly move steps.
    

    
      Be careful not to step on the cubs by chance.
    

    
      Seeing Lawrence move, the guys scattered.
    

    
      Thanks to that, the path to the Goddess statue became clean in an instant.
    

    
      It feels like the Bugbear cubs are running away on their own avoiding the boy.
    

    
      Don't know the reason, but this situation is good news.
    

    
      It was when I almost approached the Goddess statue with their help-not-help.
    

    
      Lawrence's face hardened stiffly.
    

    
      Because I realized the cubs that were making way until now were gathering by the King's side.
    

    
      The King's face, which had been consistent with non-response, was distorting little by little.
    

    
      Lawrence isn't one to not know what that reaction means.
    

    
      No time.
    

    
      Hasten steps.
    

    
      Now provoking other guys isn't the problem.
    

    
      As more cubs gather around, the King's expression also collapses.
    

    
      I had to reach the Goddess statue before the guy's patience reached its limit.
    

    
      Before I knew it, the steps had turned into running.
    

    
      Breath runs short.
    

    
      The body, still far from normal, creaked.
    

    
      Ignore the pain. Had to hurry when I could.
    

    
      Now not much left to the Goddess statue.
    

    
      Go around the altar where the King is sitting and head to the back of the Goddess statue.
    

    
      It was that moment.
    

    
      The King's fist, which had kept silence, struck the floor.
    

    
      Thud!
    

    
      The main hall shakes.
    

    
      Lawrence's feet stopped at the vibration ringing the earth's axis.
    

    
      The finally awakened Bugbear King was staring at the boy.
    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    
      Not the time to think about later.
    

    
      The moment I met that cold gaze, Lawrence ran.
    

    
      ―!?
    

    
      Incomprehensible shouts ran out.
    

    
      What meaning was contained in that action.
    

    
      The cubs that were busy running away jumped towards Lawrence.
    

    
      “Fire Tail!”
    

    
      Cast the prepared magic.
    

    
      Predicting their movements, swing Fire Tail in advance.
    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      The fire burning is instantaneous.
    

    
      Only black scorched traces remained on the main hall floor.
    

    
      However, it was enough as a meaning of threat.
    

    
      The Bugbears got scared at the flames that suddenly flared up.
    

    
      Only shouting sounds without being able to narrow the distance easily.
    

    
      In the meantime, Lawrence reached out towards the Goddess statue.
    

    
      It touches.
    

    
      A little more. If I reach a little more, it touches.
    

    
      Rumble!
    

    
      It was then.
    

    
      The earth's axis shook.
    

    
      Main hall. No, the shock that shook the entire Holy Land.
    

    
      “!?”
    

    
      Cannot keep balance.
    

    
      Lawrence fell leaving the Goddess statue right under his nose.
    

    
      Immediately after. A black something was visible in the eyes of the boy who raised his head.
    

    
      I die.
    

    
      The intuition of death engraved in the brain recalled the past.
    

    
      Meeting the Captain.
    

    
      Alleyway where I hung out with friends.
    

    
      Fairy friends met in dreams.
    

    
      The day I learned magic for the first time.
    

    
      People of St. Charmant Monastery and Renald.
    

    
      Shadow Spear taught by Red Eyes.
    

    
      Fire Tail gifted by the Fire Lizard.
    

    
      Acheron and Veles met in Dragon's Valley.
    

    
      Golden star that twinkled in the Rift of the Astral World.
    

    
      And....
    

    
      The moment the connection formed in the swamp came to mind, I reflexively reached out.
    

    
      Short.
    

    
      Insufficient.
    

    
      Still far.
    

    
      It feels like I could touch if I reach a little more.
    

    
      Leaving a difference of about one finger, the Bugbear....
    

    
      With a snap, something coming out of the Goddess statue grabbed that hand.
    

    
      Cluster of light?
    

    
      That thing, like stars in the night sky, swallowed Lawrence as he was.
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      Chapter 53 : Temple of Grief (1)
    

    
      I am sinking.
    

    
      Into a dark abyss where the end is not visible.
    

    
      Where is up, where is down.
    

    
      I am falling into darkness where I cannot even check that.
    

    
      In a place where a handful of consciousness is breaking down.
    

    
      A voice, unrecognizable as male or female, was heard.
    

    
      「Child who is loved. Why have you come to this place?」
    

    
      I came?
    

    
      I don't know.
    

    
      When I regained consciousness, I was already here.
    

    
      「Is that so. Did you not come by your own will?」
    

    
      Where is this place?
    

    
      「This is a place of wandering. A whisper of void. The world beyond the void. The neighbors of the Astral World call us the Rift of Shadows.」
    

    
      Rift of Shadows.
    

    
      I had a memory of hearing that name from Acheron.
    

    
      A place close to death.
    

    
      Then, did ■■■ die?
    

    
      「With this, your visit to the Rift of Shadows is the second. Child who is loved. Keep this in mind. The casting shadow will be a blessing and a curse. Do not let the Rift of Shadows keep an eye on you.」
    

    
      The shadow thickens.
    

    
      Pitch-black shadow covering even the darkness.
    

    
      Eventually, the enlarged shadow swallowed everything.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      When I opened my eyes, I was in a space with a dark tone.
    

    
      Light enters faintly through the door gap.
    

    
      Sitting up, Lawrence looked around.
    

    
      A cramped room.
    

    
      A hard bed.
    

    
      There is nothing else.
    

    
      No window. No desk. No furniture.
    

    
      Practically nothing except the bed.
    

    
      My brow furrowed.
    

    
      What should I say? It's an unpleasant room.
    

    
      It feels like a room made solely for sleeping from the start.
    

    
      But because they made it too cramped, it's also a place where one cannot sleep comfortably.
    

    
      However, apart from such feelings, my physical condition was good.
    

    
      The headache that clung persistently had disappeared.
    

    
      My body, which complained of pain every time I moved, is light.
    

    
      The cassock stained with blood and sweat was also incomparably clean.
    

    
      It was certain that I passed through the Rift of the Astral World.
    

    
      Meaning this cramped room is an Astral World like the Dragon's Valley.
    

    
      A sigh of relief came out.
    

    
      It seems I somehow overcame the crisis.
    

    
      When I couldn't touch the Goddess statue, my heart sank.
    

    
      But the light coming out of the broken gap saved Lawrence.
    

    
      What on earth was that?
    

    
      Familiar starlight.
    

    
      Why did that thing reminiscent of the night sky help the boy?
    

    
      Could the Star's Guidance Acheron mentioned be its identity?
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      I don't know.
    

    
      No answer comes out.
    

    
      Information is too scarce at present.
    

    
      What happened to the others?
    

    
      It would be fortunate if they escaped the Alligator's pursuit.
    

    
      Since Neil is there, escaping the swamp wouldn't have been difficult. There are Ulbaniero nearby too, so if they just joined up, they would surely be safe.
    

    
      Conversely, the problem is when they couldn't.
    

    
      If they failed to escape the pursuit, Balic, Garic, and even Neil would all have fallen into a dangerous situation.
    

    
      Like Morus and Austin who couldn't escape the swamp in time and were killed by the Alligator.
    

    
      Lawrence shook his head.
    

    
      That cannot be.
    

    
      We promised to meet alive.
    

    
      All three must have succeeded in returning to Remington Village with limbs intact.
    

    
      It might be greed.
    

    
      Still, I wanted to believe so.
    

    
      First, taking care of myself is the priority.
    

    
      Lawrence, getting up from the bed, grabbed the doorknob.
    

    
      Clack.
    

    
      It doesn't open. The door is firmly locked.
    

    
      It seems to be a structure that can be locked from the outside, not the inside.
    

    
      I tried opening the door a few more times after that, but.
    

    
      Only the heartless sound of the latch returned.
    

    
      With no choice, Lawrence sat back down.
    

    
      A faint cluster of light illuminated his face.
    

    
      Unfortunately, there is no passage other than the door to leave the room.
    

    
      Sitting in the cramped solitary cell, I felt unpleasant beyond just stifling.
    

    
      Let alone walking around.
    

    
      It's a space where even rolling freely on the bed is burdensome.
    

    
      Already felt reluctant.
    

    
      Staying long in such an unpleasant place won't do any good.
    

    
      Should I break it before it's too late?
    

    
      As long as it's the Astral World, I should be able to use magic if I put my mind to it.
    

    
      No need to handle Shadow Spear.
    

    
      One Fire Tail would break such a door at once.
    

    
      It was the moment Lawrence raised his hand.
    

    
      Suddenly, Acheron's advice flashed through his mind.
    

    
      「You just don't feel it because you entered the Astral World. Mana is boiling due to excessive magic, and the body at its limit is collapsing.」
    

    
      Right. I shouldn't have forgotten.
    

    
      The Astral World calls the form engraved in the soul.
    

    
      Looking intact is only an outward appearance.
    

    
      In reality, it means it's on the verge of collapsing, beyond being tattered.
    

    
      Let's not overdo it.
    

    
      Hold off on forced breakthrough for a moment.
    

    
      I don't know what kind of place this is yet.
    

    
      I needed to prepare for unforeseen situations.
    

    
      But even sitting in the room like this, there's nothing to do.
    

    
      It's not like I can sightsee something.
    

    
      Nor is there an object I can play with.
    

    
      Eventually, Lawrence started playing with Shadow.
    

    
      At first, trying to make this and that shape.
    

    
      Like in the swamp, controlling the Shadow by dividing it into two.
    

    
      Similar shapes.
    

    
      Simple movements.
    

    
      The burden on the body isn't big, and control isn't that difficult either.
    

    
      However, simply handling Shadow isn't a problem, but.
    

    
      Applying this in actual combat led to difficulties.
    

    
      No matter how outstanding a wizard is, they cannot look left and right simultaneously.
    

    
      I vaguely felt it when crossing the river with Shadow.
    

    
      Even just floating and moving it, there were one or two things to think about.
    

    
      Strength capable of bearing weight.
    

    
      Size capable of balancing.
    

    
      Appropriate speed. Maintaining form, etc.
    

    
      While concentrating on controlling the Shadow.
    

    
      I had to constantly think so the rope wouldn't fall.
    

    
      But adding other movements to this....
    

    
      Practically, wouldn't it be close to impossible in my current state?
    

    
      It's like this even in the Astral World where handling magic is relatively easier.
    

    
      Unless asking a neighbor, realization seemed unlikely.
    

    
      Multiple thoughts.
    

    
      The extreme of the Connected Head.
    

    
      Is reaching that state the only way after all?
    

    
      If so, dividing Shadow Spear into two is also....
    

    
      “Oops.”
    

    
      No. No.
    

    
      Lawrence hurriedly withdrew the Shadow.
    

    
      At this point, it's a sickness.
    

    
      Instead of resting as told, I'm training magic as usual.
    

    
      Didn't I learn that rest is as important as training?
    

    
      It was when Lawrence, forcing his eyes shut, lay on the bed.
    

    
      Click, the latch hanging on the door was released.
    

    
      In the eyes of the boy who got up reflexively, light flowing out through the door gap was visible.
    

    
      “Is anyone there?”
    

    
      No answer returned through the light.
    

    
      The door opening was merely a recoil from unlatching it.
    

    
      There was no need to worry.
    

    
      Lawrence, coming out of the solitary cell, checked the surroundings.
    

    
      Outside the door, a narrow corridor unfolded.
    

    
      It's a width where two adult men could barely pass shoulder to shoulder.
    

    
      Lawrence's solitary cell was the room at the very end of the corridor.
    

    
      Behind it is blocked by a dark wall without even a common window.
    

    
      Doors continued at regular intervals to the left and right of the corridor.
    

    
      All looked like the exact same room as the solitary cell the boy came out of.
    

    
      Those who came out were going somewhere along the corridor.
    

    
      People?
    

    
      No. Even that is not certain.
    

    
      Those wrapping their bodies in thick robes are stooping their upper bodies more than necessary.
    

    
      It was a shape reminiscent of a hunchback.
    

    
      Unusually, the crown of the head was shaved cleanly.
    

    
      The revealed skin had a grey color close to lead.
    

    
      Not a single footstep echoed, let alone voices.
    

    
      Lawrence followed behind them as they lined up and exited the corridor.
    

    
      Naturally, the very back of the line became his share following the room order.
    

    
      “Excuse me. By any chance, where is this place....”
    

    
      The man who reacted to the voice looked back.
    

    
      For a moment, Lawrence flinched.
    

    
      On the man's face was an expressionless white mask.
    

    
      「…….」
    

    
      He raised his hand silently.
    

    
      His finger is pointing to the end of the corridor.
    

    
      A circular staircase going up was visible there.
    

    
      All the men who came out to the corridor were heading there.
    

    
      「…….」
    

    
      The appearance of others isn't much different.
    

    
      Only the crown of the head shaved cleanly.
    

    
      Only an expressionless white mask is dancing on the face.
    

    
      Even if I somehow talked to them, it was useless.
    

    
      They just silently raised their hands pointing at the stairs.
    

    
      With no choice, Lawrence also joined their procession.
    

    
      No. There's no choice in the first place.
    

    
      Since the only path connected from the corridor was the stairs.
    

    
      Climbing the circular stairs in a line.
    

    
      The stairs without a single torch were not as dark as thought.
    

    
      Places where stones had fallen out similar to windows were visible occasionally.
    

    
      It seemed the light coming through these gaps was illuminating the stairs.
    

    
      Looking outside through the wall gap.
    

    
      Blue sky was visible beyond the gap.
    

    
      Other than that.... nothing particular is visible.
    

    
      To be precise, even if I want to look around more, the gap is too small making it difficult.
    

    
      Still, judging from the fact that I can glimpse the sky, I thought this place might be a high tower, not underground.
    

    
      A wide entrance hall welcomed Lawrence who came out of the stairs.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      An exclamation came out of his mouth.
    

    
      Because the scene unfolded before his eyes was that fantastic.
    

    
      The floor engraved with geometric patterns shines sparklingly.
    

    
      The floor holding luster dyed the entrance hall with beautiful light.
    

    
      Following the walls, unidentified stone statues are located.
    

    
      Sculptures and sacred paintings whose symbolism is unknown.
    

    
      Several pillar walls support the ceiling. The walls and ceiling naturally connected by curves were creating an arched dome.
    

    
      On the ceiling arch, mosaics shone brilliantly in the darkness.
    

    
      At least artificial light wasn't needed in this place.
    

    
      Because the holy light penetrating the mosaic embraced the entrance hall.
    

    
      And at the end of the casting light, it was there.
    

    
      A pitch-black door holding majestic light.
    

    
      Although nothing artistic was engraved like other structures.
    

    
      Just receiving the light in that spot was creating a reverent atmosphere.
    

    
      As if promised, the men gathered in front of the door.
    

    
      It seemed there wasn't only one staircase leading to the entrance hall.
    

    
      Those arriving one after another started to find empty spots and sit.
    

    
      「…….」
    

    
      Still, no voices are exchanged.
    

    
      A man sitting on his knees bows his head, while.
    

    
      I also saw someone kissing the floor repeatedly while prostrate.
    

    
      The eccentric behavior doesn't end here.
    

    
      There were many showing more violent gestures.
    

    
      A man bowing his head multiple times with hands gathered together.
    

    
      A man banging his forehead on the floor repeating standing up and sitting down.
    

    
      A man crawling on the floor with both hands and feet bound, etc.
    

    
      They were repeating incomprehensible actions.
    

    
      Fanatics?
    

    
      I struggled to push away the word that flashed through my mind.
    

    
      Hasty judgment is forbidden unless knowing the detailed inside story.
    

    
      Still, it seemed certain that they were believers of some religion.
    

    
      And very devout believers far from ordinary at that.
    

    
      Holy Cross Order....
    

    
      Of course not.
    

    
      That's nonsense.
    

    
      I learned for the first time today that there is religion in the Astral World.
    

    
      A wry smile came out inadvertently.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      I know nothing, too nothing.
    

    
      I realized anew that it's full of things I really don't know.
    

    
      Although I have a desire to learn, human affairs aren't solved just by wishing.
    

    
      The thirst drying up my throat has no way to be quenched right now.
    

    
      No one answers this question.
    

    
      If I want an answer, I had to run around myself.
    

    
      First, what is certain is that their destination is the entrance hall.
    

    
      Just repeating eccentric behavior.
    

    
      No one can be found caring about other things.
    

    
      Thanks to that, Lawrence looked around the entrance hall comfortably.
    

    
      First, investigate the pitch-black door standing conspicuously.
    

    
      Unlike all sorts of art pieces, it's a structure with a different atmosphere alone.
    

    
      Although unknown what it's made of, the door without any petty tricks was doing its best to receive the light coming from the ceiling arch.
    

    
      Even pushing gently, the door doesn't budge.
    

    
      An intricate keyhole was visible between the firmly locked doors.
    

    
      Like the solitary cell, entry seems impossible without a key.
    

    
      Turning steps.
    

    
      At the end of the entrance hall, four circular staircases were located.
    

    
      Stairs going down, not up.
    

    
      Just as Lawrence came out of the solitary cell and came to the entrance hall.
    

    
      Each circular staircase seemed to be the place where other believers came up.
    

    
      Then below this, those stifling solitary cells must be prepared.
    

    
      Besides that, one staircase going up and one staircase going down were visible respectively. 
    

    
      The stairs holding a pure white color were burdensome to even dare set foot on.
    

    
      Lawrence went down first.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      As I came down the stairs, a quiet corridor was revealed.
    

    
      Stone coffins were displayed on the left and right of the long corridor.
    

    
      Does the short phrase listed under the stone coffin announce the owner of the coffin?
    

    
      「■■■■」
    

    
      Cannot read.
    

    
      The writing on the stone coffin rather answered with a throbbing headache.
    

    
      Not just one is like that.
    

    
      Going further inside, older stone coffins appeared.
    

    
      Like a sword stuck in the head, the phrases on the coffins emitted warnings.
    

    
      Looking more is meaningless.
    

    
      It means Lawrence's Five Cognitive Concepts cannot understand yet.
    

    
      Advancing to the end of the passage, two soldiers were visible.
    

    
      Soldiers wearing armor and helmets similar to the pitch-black door.
    

    
      The faceguards covering the entire face made it impossible to glimpse expressions.
    

    
      The soldiers crossing spears were blocking further advance.
    

    
      Not humans.
    

    
      Furthermore, not living beings either.
    

    
      The mana felt from the two soldiers resembled the golem fought when meeting Arwen earlier.
    

    
      No hostility is visible.
    

    
      Within the line of not provoking the soldiers, Lawrence looked beyond the spears.
    

    
      No path.
    

    
      What is behind the soldiers was a stone coffin.
    

    
      I lost steam.
    

    
      There is another stone coffin I saw to the point of getting sick coming here.
    

    
      If there's something peculiar, unlike the firmly closed stone coffins, the inside of the stone coffin guarded by soldiers was transparently visible.
    

    
      Some remains were visible in the stone coffin.
    

    
      Remains dead with both hands gathered in front of the chest.
    

    
      In those hands was a key shining in pitch-black light.
    

    
      Intuitively felt.
    

    
      That the key held by the remains is the object that opens the pitch-black door.
    

    

  Chapter 54: Chapter 54

    
      Chapter 54 : Temple of Grief (2)
    

    
      Lawrence examined the key closely.
    

    
      Whether there were any gaps between the soldiers, or any way to take it by force.
    

    
      If there was no path out from above either, the key was the last resort.
    

    
      Even if what's behind the door isn't the outside, there is no other alternative.
    

    
      Finding a path to exit was the priority for now.
    

    
      The two soldiers' spears do not move.
    

    
      Even if I cast curious glances. Even if I harbor violent thoughts.
    

    
      Do they not react unless I directly reveal hostility?
    

    
      Their disposition is different from Arwen's golems.
    

    
      Those guys attacked the moment they saw the boy arrive at the rocky mountain.
    

    
      On the other hand, the two soldiers are only watching quietly.
    

    
      It seems safe to assume it's fine until I take action at least.
    

    
      Memorizing the key's location, Lawrence turned around.
    

    
      I have no intention of moving right now.
    

    
      The key is strictly the last resort.
    

    
      It won't be too late to think after looking around everywhere else first.
    

    
      Coming out of the passage filled with stone coffins, the boy headed upstairs.
    

    
      Even though I climbed quite a bit, the stairs show no sign of ending.
    

    
      At least 10 minutes. After climbing and climbing the stairs, a door appeared.
    

    
      The iron door was rusted, perhaps untouched by human hands for a long time.
    

    
      Creeak.
    

    
      The sound of worn hinges echoed.
    

    
      Strong winds were raging outside the door opened with difficulty.
    

    
      Refreshing air.
    

    
      Cold wind penetrating the cassock.
    

    
      Tightening his collar, Lawrence looked around.
    

    
      Top of the tower.
    

    
      Pure white clouds and blue sky are spread on all sides.
    

    
      Still, since it's outside, the space to move around is wider than the solitary cell, but.
    

    
      The tower made in a circle couldn't be called large even as empty words.
    

    
      No. That's fine either way.
    

    
      The problem is that no path leading from the tower is visible.
    

    
      There are only clouds and sky.
    

    
      It's too early to give up.
    

    
      Putting his hand on the wall, Lawrence looked down the tower.
    

    
      There, instead of ground, a path of sky was laid out endlessly.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      I thought wrong.
    

    
      This wasn't a building on high ground.
    

    
      This unidentified structure was literally flying in the sky.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Lawrence came down from the tower only after darkness settled.
    

    
      The men gathered in the entrance hall have all scattered to their rooms now.
    

    
      The solitary cell whispered an eerie silence beyond just being quiet.
    

    
      Gathering his hands together, the boy organized the situation.
    

    
      Speaking cool-headedly, I am isolated in a tower floating in the sky.
    

    
      The men who could be called residents of the tower were neither friendly.
    

    
      Nor were they particularly hostile.
    

    
      To be precise, the expression 'close to indifferent' might be correct.
    

    
      Their daily routine observed throughout today was plain.
    

    
      It's a disciplined life, probably just going back and forth between their rooms and the upper floor.
    

    
      What would change just because Lawrence came to such a place?
    

    
      Nothing changes just by throwing a pebble into a vast lake.
    

    
      Only ripples no one knows about rise and disappear.
    

    
      Like petals blooming and falling without a sound.
    

    
      Lawrence cannot have any influence on their lives.
    

    
      The options naturally narrowed down to one.
    

    
      The key cherished by the remains in the stone coffin.
    

    
      I had to retrieve it, open the firmly closed pitch-black door, and go out.
    

    
      The reason for hurrying was simple.
    

    
      Lawrence recalled Acheron's teaching.
    

    
      「Even for a child who is loved, the time one can stay in the Astral World with a body of the Material World is limited to about 3 months. As the staying time gets longer, the soul is bound to follow the laws of the Astral World, and that eventually affects the body of the Material World as well.」
    

    
      The time limit is 3 months.
    

    
      Although I just entered the Astral World, I had to find a way to return to the Material World within that time.
    

    
      The problem is the soldiers.
    

    
      There's no way the guys guarding the key wouldn't react to violent actions.
    

    
      I want to resolve it peacefully if possible, but they are opponents with whom conversation doesn't work.
    

    
      However I think about it, a fight is inevitable.
    

    
      Still, it doesn't matter.
    

    
      Nothing changes if I don't move anyway.
    

    
      Defeat the two soldiers and retrieve the key.
    

    
      Open the pitch-black door standing like an impregnable fortress and go out.
    

    
      That is the only option to break through the current situation.
    

    
      It was when Lawrence nodded as if telling himself.
    

    
      The door left slightly open closed.
    

    
      Following that, click, the latch was locked.
    

    
      What?
    

    
      Someone is there.
    

    
      “Wait a moment!”
    

    
      Lawrence shouted reflexively.
    

    
      The presence moving away from outside the door stopped.
    

    
      Without a sound, someone appeared beyond the iron bars.
    

    
      It was a man with his face wrapped tightly in white cloth like Red Eyes.
    

    
      He seemed to have a quite small build as his head looked quite small.
    

    
      The hand holding the iron bars was also tiny like a child's.
    

    
      Distinctly different from the tower residents seen until now.
    

    
      Black eyes revealed between the cloth stared at Lawrence.
    

    
      「Too bad, Changeling. Since you came here, you too are destined to repent eternally.」
    

    
      I heard another person's voice for the first time since arriving at the tower.
    

    
      Joy at the fact that conversation was possible was brief.
    

    
      Lawrence corrected his misunderstanding first.
    

    
      “I am not a Changeling.”
    

    
      「Everyone who comes here says that. But denying reality changes nothing. You are trapped in the temple and can no longer leave. That is the immutable truth illuminating this place.」
    

    
      Unconcealable ridicule lingered in that voice.
    

    
      Before the giggling laughter faded away, I continued the conversation.
    

    
      “It's not a lie. If you look at me, you'll know what I mean.”
    

    
      「Don't be so impatient. Until you degenerate into a captured neighbor, my eyes will always be watching you.」
    

    
      The black eyes seemed to be dyed with a strange light.
    

    
      Soon, doubt was contained in the gaze looking at Lawrence.
    

    
      「Strange. What is this feeling? Not a Changeling. As if the heart is fluttering.... No. Is this the sound of a heartbeat?」
    

    
      The soliloquy wasn't long.
    

    
      The man asked in a suspicious tone.
    

    
      「It can't be, but I'll ask just in case. Surely you aren't a child who is loved?」
    

    
      “Yes. My name is Lawrence. It's my first time conversing with a neighbor of the Astral World like this too.”
    

    
      「This is surprising. How long has it been seeing a child who is loved.... But it's regrettable. That a child who is loved remains in this era of setting twilight....」
    

    
      Tsk tsk, he clicked his tongue without any sign of hiding it.
    

    
      “May I ask your name?”
    

    
      「Name? Is something like a name important?」
    

    
      A counter-question implying incomprehension returned.
    

    
      “If I don't know your name, I can't call you, can I?”
    

    
      「Child who is loved, you obsess over meaningless things. A name isn't important at all. If you need a title, call me the Gravekeeper of the Temple. That is enough for a name referring to me.」
    

    
      “Gravekeeper of the Temple. Then it seems this building was a temple, not a tower.”
    

    
      「That is so. This is the Temple of Grief where silent repenters atone.」
    

    
      Silent Repenters.
    

    
      Temple of Grief.
    

    
      Lawrence focused on the words coming from the Gravekeeper's mouth.
    

    
      “By silent repenters, do you mean the other people?”
    

    
      「Haven't you seen them yet? Time is plentiful so you can take your time watching. Since the only ones here are me and those guys anyway. Watching fools repenting for eternity to atone is quite amusing.」
    

    
      “They must have committed great sins.”
    

    
      「They committed sins that cannot be washed away. Even if they repeat penance until their existence is forgotten, the brand of sin that doesn't disappear is engraved. They are foolish guys repeating endless repentance keeping silence their whole lives to wash away that sin.」
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Was that it.
    

    
      I understood why the tower residents raised their hands silently.
    

    
      I understood why the tower residents didn't even share common small talk.
    

    
      It wasn't that they couldn't speak.
    

    
      Like the name silent repenters.
    

    
      They were forbidding themselves by shackling their speech.
    

    
      “You must be going through a lot of trouble. Managing this wide place alone must require extraordinary effort.”
    

    
      「Why do you think so?」
    

    
      “Aren't you managing and opening/closing solitary cells like this? Unlike the silent repenters you mentioned, you even converse with me.”
    

    
      「It's not management. I am waiting for those guys to degenerate into captured neighbors without a single exception. I am only here to see them become mindless wretches with neither reason nor will.」
    

    
      I don't know exactly what captured neighbor means.
    

    
      However, its meaning was vaguely conveyed.
    

    
      Captured neighbor meant....
    

    
      The destination of the journey one would eventually reach.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Before I knew it, a week had passed since staying at the Temple of Grief.
    

    
      The regularly repeated routine permeated Lawrence's body under the names of rest and training.
    

    
      Even called a routine, there's nothing special.
    

    
      In the Astral World where eating is unnecessary, physiological phenomena don't occur either.
    

    
      In other words, it means all time can be invested solely in oneself.
    

    
      And no one touched or disturbed Lawrence.
    

    
      The only time to contact the Gravekeeper was dinner time.
    

    
      Utilizing that time fully, I absorbed necessary knowledge one by one.
    

    
      「Silent repenters basically do not contact others. They just go back and forth between the narthex and solitary cells repeating endless repentance. Because the narthex is the only place within the temple where unworthy guys can stay.」
    

    
      The name of the place I thought was the entrance hall is Narthex.
    

    
      It seems the numerous art pieces are symbols of glory the silent repenters enjoyed in the past.
    

    
      「It's the Relic Chamber. Called the Catacombs of the temple. A holy place for those who went to rest a very long time ago. Do not even dream of causing a disturbance by any chance.」
    

    
      Relic Chamber. Catacombs of the temple.
    

    
      The place where stone coffins were gathered was a tomb as expected.
    

    
      「There is no path out of the temple. Because an exit is unnecessary for a prison repeating repentance forever. Give up. Now that you arrived here, even a child who is loved cannot escape. It would be better to live quietly waiting for the end that will come someday.」
    

    
      The Gravekeeper nailed it down saying one cannot leave the temple.
    

    
      Yet he didn't mention a single word about the pitch-black door in the narthex.
    

    
      What could be the reason?
    

    
      What is visible is not everything.
    

    
      Seek information but no need to reveal my cards.
    

    
      Doubt and doubt again.
    

    
      No one knows what a neighbor of the Astral World is thinking inside.
    

    
      Lawrence avoided mentioning the stone coffin and key at the end of the Relic Chamber.
    

    
      No need to raise the Gravekeeper's guard unnecessarily.
    

    
      Because nothing is as dangerous as a situation that cannot be controlled.
    

    
      I wanted to avoid situations that could create variables as much as possible.
    

    
      The boy quickly adapted to the ascetic temple routine.
    

    
      Was it because of the experience living in the monastery?
    

    
      Or because he received Ignatius's teachings as a pilgrim until recently? Whichever it was, by the time ten days had passed, he could recover his original physical condition.
    

    
      Withdraw the Shadow spinning on the hand.
    

    
      Silently focused on the mana inside the chest.
    

    
      No eerie feeling.
    

    
      Even the anxious fluttering has completely stopped now.
    

    
      Finally, the body condition returned to normal.
    

    
      It's regrettable that there are no neighbors of the Astral World nearby to ask for help, but.
    

    
      In the current state, I should be able to sufficiently defeat the two soldiers.
    

    
      Lawrence wasn't just playing around in the meantime.
    

    
      The experience in the swamp grew the boy's magic.
    

    
      The strengthened Shadow Spear became powerful enough to kill a Bugbear in one blow.
    

    
      Compared to Bugbears or Alligators, there's no way I'd lose against soldiers who aren't even half their size.
    

    
      Above all, the fact that I can take the initiative was huge.
    

    
      As a result of observing the soldiers going back and forth to the Relic Chamber for the past few days.
    

    
      I was convinced that the soldiers wouldn't move until hit by an attack.
    

    
      In other words, I just need to launch Shadow Spear from an appropriate distance.
    

    
      The power of the strengthened Shadow Spear goes without saying.
    

    
      If I can strike directly, it would be more than enough to easily defeat a soldier.
    

    
      The best scenario is the two soldiers getting swept up in the power and incapacitated together. But things won't work out that well.
    

    
      How to deal with the remaining one soldier was the problem.
    

    
      Let's think about securing distance for now.
    

    
      If I can just buy time to cast a second Shadow Spear, defeating it without a major crisis should be possible.
    

    
      When unavoidably giving distance, deal with Fire Tail.
    

    
      Just need to buy a little time. Even without using strengthened Shadow Spear, I believe I can give sufficient damage.
    

    
      Not two but one.
    

    
      Just that can drag the battle situation advantageously.
    

    
      It was the 15th day after arriving at the temple that Lawrence took action.
    

    
      After checking it was day at the tower, he came down to the Relic Chamber.
    

    
      The Gravekeeper usually cleaned the solitary cells during the day.
    

    
      Because this time when the silent repenters gathered in the narthex was when he could hold a broom leisurely without anyone's disturbance.
    

    
      The time limit is until the sun sets and the silent repenters return to their rooms.
    

    
      When that time approaches, the Gravekeeper also finishes cleaning and starts locking doors.
    

    
      Approximately 4 to 5 hours.
    

    
      It was certain there was time to spare even after finishing everything.
    

    
      Lawrence, floating Shadow Light, stared at the two soldiers.
    

    
      The distance is neither too far nor too close.
    

    
      About the distance of three stone coffins. Even if for safety, if too far, the power of Shadow Spear might reduce conversely.
    

    
      Pour mana into strengthening as much as possible, but control within the line where chest pain or headache doesn't come.
    

    
      I can do it.
    

    
      I trained magic day and night for today.
    

    
      “Shadow Spear.”
    

    
      Cast Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Carefully observe the movements of the two soldiers.
    

    
      Even seeing the fierce momentum of the shadow spear, the guys don't react.
    

    
      First hurdle cleared.
    

    
      Successfully buttoned the most important first button.
    

    
      Next is the turn to strengthen Shadow Spear.
    

    
      The shadow spear's form burned.
    

    
      As maintenance and strengthening are done together, the burden on the body is also big.
    

    
      After finishing strengthening within the line where chest pain and headache aren't induced, Lawrence grasped the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Don't handle it in the shape of a rope.
    

    
      Judged there is a risk of attracting the soldiers' attention.
    

    
      It's okay. Can hit sufficiently.
    

    
      Believe in myself. Because effort doesn't lie.
    

    
      Aiming the Shadow Spear towards the two soldiers, Lawrence pulled his arm back behind his shoulder.
    

    
      Here goes.
    

    
      Responding to the caster's will, the shadow spear left the boy's hand.
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      「Do not forget. Just as the principles of the world reside within even small creatures, every existence constituting the world possesses repulsive force resisting mystery.」
    

    
      Suddenly, Acheron's forgotten teaching came to mind.
    

    
      Even as empty words, the time I stayed in Dragon's Valley was not long.
    

    
      During that time, short if you call it short and thus more precious, the last guardian tried to convey even one more mystery to Lawrence.
    

    
      「Merely enjoying immeasurable time is a way to approach mystery. Keep this in mind. The fact that the principles of the world bloom dangerously and beautifully more than you think.」
    

    
      Thinking about it, the reason I clung to power when aiming for the Bugbear might have been because of that.
    

    
      Failure must not happen even by one in ten thousand.
    

    
      If it goes wrong, many people get hurt or die.
    

    
      The burden that the success or failure of magic is responsible for everyone's lives.
    

    
      Thoughts dizzying my head grabbed Lawrence's ankle and wouldn't let go.
    

    
      Why did the memory of that time come up only now?
    

    
      The reason was not far.
    

    
      It was because I wanted to deny the cold reality.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      I doubted my two eyes.
    

    
      It was a direct hit leaving no room for denial.
    

    
      The shadow spear that flashed without a single hesitation swallowed the two soldiers guarding the stone coffin.
    

    
      Yes. It definitely hit.
    

    
      The bastards didn't dodge nor was there any sign of swinging their spears.
    

    
      However, neither a small explosion sound nor a speck of dust rises.
    

    
      As if the Shadow Spear disappeared in the middle.
    

    
      What was that just now?
    

    
      I clearly saw it. The moment it hit the Shadow Spear, a shield harboring brilliant light 
    

    
      appeared in front of the soldiers.
    

    
      Radiance that felt like it would blind eyes for a moment.
    

    
      The shield that suddenly appeared blocked the shadow spear and disappeared leisurely.
    

    
      This is not the time to be like this.
    

    
      Forcibly swallow the embarrassment.
    

    
      Lawrence, having gathered his thoughts, prepared for the guys' counterattack.
    

    
      However, no matter how much time passes, the two soldiers do not move.
    

    
      They are merely guarding their spot with spears crossed.
    

    
      As if nothing happened.
    

    
      As if they didn't even recognize the attack just now as an attack.
    

    
      At that appearance consistent with indifference, fingernails dug into palms.
    

    
      The humiliation is not ordinary humiliation.
    

    
      This is the first time suffering such an insult since learning magic.
    

    
      And that too, Shadow Spear, the most trusted magic, was ignored.
    

    
      Feeling the inside of my head turning red, I raised my hand again.
    

    
      “Shadow Spear.”
    

    
      Failure is enough with once.
    

    
      This time, focus more on power.
    

    
      Responding to Lawrence's anger, the Shadow Spear began to change into a terrifying shape.
    

    
      Size. Form. Nothing to find fault with.
    

    
      Pour mana until the shadow spear reaches its peak.
    

    
      Faint pain assaulted the chest.
    

    
      Lightly ignored the warning not to cross the line any further.
    

    
      Not an opponent that can be defeated leaving room to spare.
    

    
      Above all, incomparable anger is preceding the pain.
    

    
      Here, take this too.
    

    
      Change the spear's handle to the shape of a rope.
    

    
      Lawrence, gripping the end of the rope, spun the spear round and round.
    

    
      The Shadow Spear drew a black trajectory above his head.
    

    
      Leisurely.
    

    
      Threw the second Shadow Spear towards the leisurely bastards.
    

    
      There is no way the spear tip misses even by chance.
    

    
      It's a javelin throw Lawrence devised himself and practiced many times.
    

    
      A fierce sound of cutting wind echoed.
    

    
      The shadow spear rushed towards one point.
    

    
      Twice the speed than before. Even this time, the soldiers are unresponsive.
    

    
      Instead, the shield of radiance seen a moment ago appeared.
    

    
      Expected.
    

    
      This is a fight of spear and shield.
    

    
      A matter of whether it pierces or fails to pierce.
    

    
      The shield engraved with a holy crest collided with the Shadow Spear.
    

    
      Sound did not ring out.
    

    
      Explosion also did not occur.
    

    
      The shield didn't end with blocking the spear.
    

    
      It made the Shadow Spear disappear as if erasing it itself.
    

    
      Don't tell me....
    

    
      Lawrence has a memory of seeing a similar appearance.
    

    
      The unidentified phenomenon Acheron handled in Dragon's Valley.
    

    
      Denied saying it can't be, but nothing changed.
    

    
      The successive Shadow Spears were all blocked by the shield and came to naught.
    

    
      Like this, I cannot pierce.
    

    
      It's after pouring out mana once.
    

    
      Mana is like water in a water bottle, so if used up entirely, it needed time until it fills up again.
    

    
      It was natural that no matter how much I squeezed out, instead of getting stronger, the power gradually weakened.
    

    
      Lawrence panted heavily.
    

    
      On the other hand, nothing changed for the soldiers guarding the stone coffin.
    

    
      Even pouring Shadow Spears repeatedly, cannot attract even a single interest.
    

    
      Quality rather than quantity.
    

    
      Needed a spear sharpened to the extreme.
    

    
      If I gather all remaining mana....
    

    
      Might succeed in breaking the shield.
    

    
      But what meaning does that have?
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Judge cool-headedly.
    

    
      Must not misjudge the situation.
    

    
      Breaking the shield isn't the end.
    

    
      Must neutralize even the soldiers behind it.
    

    
      Not one but two.
    

    
      Had to deal with a whopping two soldiers after exhausting full power.
    

    
      At best one.
    

    
      Even if I somehow defeat one, the remaining soldier worries me.
    

    
      Fire Tail?
    

    
      Absurd talk. No matter how strong Fire Tail's power became, compared to strengthened Shadow Spear, it's a drop in the bucket.
    

    
      And compared to the Shadow Spear with full power in a strengthened state, the difference in power was too great.
    

    
      Also, there is no guarantee that the destroyed shield won't appear again.
    

    
      If the second shield manifests, then it's really the end.
    

    
      The soldiers will take his exhausted head with a single stroke.
    

    
      The biggest stumbling block is reach.
    

    
      If I put the bastard in Fire Tail's range, naturally Lawrence is also exposed to dangerous distance.
    

    
      Although it might be touch-and-go if I can maintain maximum range.
    

    
      Risking such danger against soldiers using spears as weapons is a foolish act.
    

    
      If Fire Tail is effective, the guys won't stay still either, so I had to move constantly.
    

    
      Is such movement possible with this tired body right now?
    

    
      ...Don't want to admit it.
    

    
      However, it's not the time to uphold pride.
    

    
      Because this is actual combat with life at stake.
    

    
      It's frustrating but as of now, there was no way to overcome this situation.
    

    
      A crushing defeat with no room for excuses.
    

    
      Lawrence, biting his lower lip, turned his body.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Coming up to the top of the tower, Lawrence counted the clouds flowing blankly.
    

    
      Clear blue sky.
    

    
      Seeing the clouds floating leisurely, the depressed mood improved a bit.
    

    
      Come to think of it, even in the smelly back alley, the sky always harbored beautiful colors.
    

    
      Until meeting everyone, the sky was the boy's only friend.
    

    
      Lawrence knows well how painful unjust violence is.
    

    
      Don't know how much I was beaten just because someone felt bad.
    

    
      Beaten. Beaten. And at the end of being beaten again, the place where the boy who could no longer move was thrown away was a trash can.
    

    
      That was the reason there were many days looking up at the sky.
    

    
      Did not look because I wanted to.
    

    
      Because the wrecked body didn't listen to the boy.
    

    
      Still, didn't hate that time.
    

    
      The sky seen from the back alley was, how to say.
    

    
      It was imbued with magic that made it feel like a different world.
    

    
      The me in reality is thrown in a trash can like old shoes.
    

    
      But the sky was always dyed in unchanging colors.
    

    
      A hollow laugh flowed out.
    

    
      Was immersed in preposterous conceit.
    

    
      It wasn't the time to rejoice just because I defeated a Bugbear in one blow.
    

    
      Neighbors of the Astral World are on a different level from monsters of the Material World.
    

    
      Didn't Acheron say so.
    

    
      That merely enjoying a long time is a way to approach mystery. If so, inflicting damage on neighbors of the Astral World who might have lived hundreds, maybe thousands of years is no ordinary task.
    

    
      Much more so, the time Lawrence entered magic is merely a few years.
    

    
      It's barely a few months that I received proper teaching.
    

    
      Even that, I only learned Five Cognitive Concepts and basic knowledge.
    

    
      The limit was clear. Mystery learned by licking the surface might work in the Material World, but there was no way it would pass in the Astral World.
    

    
      Did night fall before I knew it?
    

    
      The night sky dyed in dark colors was sparkling with starlight.
    

    
      Inadvertently reached out towards the sky.
    

    
      Of course, there is no way I can touch stars by doing so.
    

    
      Because the starry sky was in a place much farther than actually seen.
    

    
      “...Really far.”
    

    
      Far, too far.
    

    
      Thought I barely grasped it.
    

    
      When I opened my tightly clenched fist, that place was empty.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The self-mocking laugh didn't last long.
    

    
      The hand that grasped nothing became a fist again.
    

    
      Self-pity ends here.
    

    
      Vitality returned to Lawrence's eyes.
    

    
      Doesn't matter.
    

    
      So what if the starry sky is far.
    

    
      So what if there is nothing in the hand.
    

    
      The stars rising in the night sky never leave for another place.
    

    
      As long as I pursue the principles of the world, someday I will definitely reach.
    

    
      The boy acknowledged his weak self first.
    

    
      As of present, cannot defeat the soldiers of the Relic Chamber.
    

    
      After learning more mysteries and achieving greater growth, maybe, but as of now, it's true that it's difficult.
    

    
      However, that is Lawrence's personal defeat.
    

    
      Cannot say I mobilized every move.
    

    
      Not a dead end yet.
    

    
      Recall. Mystery of the world is originally not handled alone.
    

    
      To use Age of Gods Magic perfectly, the power of a neighbor was needed.
    

    
      Then whose help would be good to ask?
    

    
      Gravekeeper of the Temple?
    

    
      Can I explain the circumstances and persuade him?
    

    
      After thinking, Lawrence shook his head.
    

    
      Definitely difficult no matter what story I bring up. The Gravekeeper, like the silent repenters, is resolved to bury his bones in the temple.
    

    
      If he finds out the purpose is opening the door that might lead outside, he might rather reveal hostility.
    

    
      Silent repenters go without saying.
    

    
      They are those confessing endless repentance to atone.
    

    
      There would be no thought of leaving the temple anywhere in their heads.
    

    
      Then what should I do.
    

    
      If cannot seek help from a neighbor, had to see the end alone.
    

    
      But that is literally something where I don't know how long it will take.
    

    
      Hesitation flashed in the eyes of the boy who gathered his hands together.
    

    
      It's not that there is no way.
    

    
      Lawrence took out the book he cherished deep in his bosom.
    

    
      Lemegeton.
    

    
      The Key to the Astral World entrusted by Acheron and Veles.
    

    
      A grimoire is a magic book. It will present the path to go for him who absolutely lacks the number of magic.
    

    
      Now is the very time Lemegeton's power is needed.
    

    
      However, Lawrence, placing his hand on the seal, couldn't open it easily.
    

    
      Because Acheron's advice came to mind.
    

    
      「For at least 3 years from now, do not open Lemegeton. With the seal tightly bound, when you think preparation is finished, start learning Lemegeton.」
    

    
      3 years is also strictly the minimum.
    

    
      If thinking of safety, he said there is a need to watch for 5 more years.
    

    
      Not even 1 year has passed since Lawrence left Dragon's Valley.
    

    
      No matter how valuable the actual combat experienced in the swamp is.
    

    
      It wouldn't compare to the time of 3 years Acheron spoke of.
    

    
      If I ignore that warning, don't know what will happen.
    

    
      In the worst case, might go crazy.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The worry wasn't long.
    

    
      Because it was certain there was no sharp move even staying like this.
    

    
      Eventually, to move forward, there was a need to take the risk.
    

    
      It was when Lawrence's hand grabbed the seal.
    

    
      A bird that flew in front of his eyes cried caw, caw.
    

    
      What sat on the wall isn't an ordinary crow.
    

    
      Two eyes embedded with black jewels.
    

    
      Sparkling feathers and body harbored artificial colors.
    

    
      That was close to an exquisitely made glass craft.
    

    
      「If it were me, I wouldn't open that, Lawrence.」
    

    
      Writing appeared in front of the crow.
    

    
      Somehow familiar handwriting.
    

    
      Even the boy's name was written in the writing.
    

    
      Don't tell me, Lawrence uttered that name.
    

    
      “Arwen?”
    

    
      Mistake-free.
    

    
      It's Arwen, the Witch of Scent who handles Witchcraft.
    

    
      「Hello.」
    

    
      “How did you come here?”
    

    
      Surprise preceded gladness.
    

    
      Lawrence, getting up from the seat, looked at the crow.
    

    
      「Scent is not erased.」
    

    
      In other words, does it mean she chased the smell?
    

    
      Looking back, Arwen engaged in eccentric behavior when we first met.
    

    
      Remember clearly.
    

    
      The appearance of abruptly thrusting her face and smelling first.
    

    
      “Witchcraft is really amazing. To think you can find my location exactly even to this extent....”
    

    
      「Amazing is Arwen.」
    

    
      Correcting Lawrence's words, she wrote down.
    

    
      「There is a reason for the seal. Better to stop.」
    

    
      “It's not that I wanted to open it. It was unavoidable since there was no way.... Now it seems I don't have to rely on Lemegeton.”
    

    
      Because Arwen appeared in this place.
    

    
      Putting Lemegeton into his bosom, he opened his mouth.
    

    
      “I want to escape from the temple. Could you please help me?”
    

    
      「Since you stepped into the Temple of Grief, there is no choice but to open the door yourself and come out. Find the key that must be somewhere in the temple.」
    

    
      “I have grasped the location of the key. However, there are soldiers guarding the key.”
    

    
      「Guardian of the Key receiving protection of Radiance. A strong opponent for Lawrence to defeat.」
    

    
      Radiance Attribute?
    

    
      It seems that shield was indeed magic of Radiance Attribute.
    

    
      “Frustratingly, that is correct. It is difficult yet. Was wandering as there are no neighbors nearby to ask for help.”
    

    
      「Cannot give the help Lawrence wants with a familiar. Even fighting the Guardian of the Key, impossible to gain a chance of winning.」
    

    
      As if understanding what it means, the writing continued without blockage.
    

    
      Since it's not that Arwen herself is in this place.
    

    
      Seem to mean there is a limit to the power lending as a crow, a familiar.
    

    
      No way to pull out from outside.
    

    
      Familiar's power has a limit.
    

    
      Like this, aren't we back to square one?
    

    
      No. Too early to give up.
    

    
      Lawrence, organizing thoughts, said.
    

    
      “Then magic....”
    

    
      Paused while speaking.
    

    
      The magic Arwen handles is Witchcraft. And mystery handling scent at that.
    

    
      Unlike Age of Gods Magic that can be woven with only mana.
    

    
      Her Witchcraft absolutely needed the preparation called scent.
    

    
      Temple, a space closed off from outside.
    

    
      Even if spending time to learn, cannot use here.
    

    
      That was the worry I had even when seeing Witchcraft for the first time.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Worry deepens.
    

    
      Whatever method I squeeze out, all get blocked by a wall.
    

    
      At this rate, there is no choice but to become strong myself.
    

    
      Polishing Shadow Spear continuously to raise power might be the best way.
    

    
      Even if direct help cannot be given.
    

    
      Since Arwen is here, can't I ask for various advice?
    

    
      Then if I can catch a clue to other Void Magic....
    

    
      Void Magic.
    

    
      Suddenly Lawrence covered his mouth area with his hand.
    

    
      Because there was an existence that flashed through his brain.
    

    
      Why did I forget?
    

    
      Red Eyes.
    

    
      The Spirit of the Shadow Forest who taught Shadow Spear.
    

    
      If there is a way to meet Red Eyes, might be able to learn other Void Magic.
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      The problem is not that one can meet just because they want to.
    

    
      It's not that I don't know where it is.
    

    
      Red Eyes has always been in the Shadow Forest.
    

    
      However, is there a way to go to the Shadow Forest while trapped in the temple now?
    

    
      Let's recall.
    

    
      In the first place, being able to meet Red Eyes was thanks to the fragment of the Goddess 
    

    
      statue obtained from St. Charmant Monastery.
    

    
      Just seeing that I never met it again after Red Eyes retrieved the fragment, the situation was clear.
    

    
      That is so.
    

    
      There is no need to go in person.
    

    
      Since Lawrence always contacted the Astral World through dreams.
    

    
      I don't know if one can dream in the Astral World too.
    

    
      When I stayed in Dragon's Valley, I couldn't dream even once.
    

    
      It's the same after arriving at the Temple of Grief.
    

    
      No matter how much I tried to sleep, dreams of the Astral World never visited.
    

    
      However, Arwen, a neighbor of the Astral World, is different.
    

    
      If it's her, the Witch of Scent, there might be some way.
    

    
      “Arwen. There is a neighbor I want to meet.”
    

    
      Even a neighbor of the Astral World wouldn't not dream.
    

    
      If she cannot dream, there must be a way to make one dream as well.
    

    
      「Lawrence is in the temple. Cannot meet just because you want to.」
    

    
      “No need to leave here specifically. I can roam the Astral World through dreams.”
    

    
      「Dream within a dream.」
    

    
      As if hesitating about something, the speed of writing wasn't fast.
    

    
      「Too dangerous. Might not be able to wake up again.」
    

    
      Seeing that answer, I was convinced.
    

    
      I knew there would be a way.
    

    
      Although it seems to accompany some danger, Lawrence has already resolved himself.
    

    
      「Cannot help.」
    

    
      “Arwen.”
    

    
      There is room for persuasion.
    

    
      Lawrence did not give up.
    

    
      How long has it been staring silently at the crow.
    

    
      Eventually, Arwen raised the white flag first.
    

    
      「Lawrence is stubborn.」
    

    
      “I hope you would lend me a hand.”
    

    
      「Who do you want to meet?」
    

    
      “The Spirit of the Shadow Forest.”
    

    
      Considering Acheron's reaction, it would be hard to expect a good answer.
    

    
      「I will refuse.」
    

    
      I knew it would be like that.
    

    
      She refused flatly.
    

    
      “It is not a bad spirit. It was that spirit who let me escape from the Shadow Forest and taught me Shadow Spear.”
    

    
      「Meaningless. A whim of a moment. No guarantee of safety.」
    

    
      The writing continued after hesitating for a moment.
    

    
      「In the worst case, you might die.」
    

    
      Warning that the spirit is dangerous.
    

    
      An answer the same as what Acheron worried about.
    

    
      Threatening even life is the worst situation one can assume.
    

    
      「Propose an alternative. Let's meet the sisters.」
    

    
      “By sisters.... do you mean other witches?”
    

    
      「Witch's Night. Qualifications are sufficient. Lawrence is invited.」
    

    
      Certainly, Veles received such a proposal on the day he embarked on the journey.
    

    
      「There will be a sister who will teach you magic.」
    

    
      It's the most welcome news I've heard.
    

    
      Come to think of it, Arwen isn't the only witch.
    

    
      The witches who visited Dragon's Valley were not few in number.
    

    
      A few among them would probably teach magic suitable for Lawrence.
    

    
      “If you invite me, I will gladly accept.”
    

    
      「Wise choice. You won't regret it.」
    

    
      If she were in this place, wouldn't she have smiled?
    

    
      The gently rising writing was enough to think so.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      A week has passed since Arwen's familiar left.
    

    
      Still no contact from her. To go to where the sisters are, a few preparations were needed.
    

    
      It seemed to take time for the familiar to move them.
    

    
      In the meantime, Lawrence devoted himself to magic practice.
    

    
      Anyway, things one can do in an isolated place were obvious.
    

    
      Fortunately, the temple was a good place to practice magic.
    

    
      In the solitary cell, focus on detailed control of magic.
    

    
      Going up the tower, focus on the power of magic.
    

    
      Even so, cannot cast directly towards a target, but.
    

    
      Shooting Shadow Spear towards the blue sky was quite refreshing for the mind.
    

    
      「Don't know what fool it is, but did a foolish thing.」
    

    
      The Gravekeeper mentioned what happened in the Relic Chamber that day.
    

    
      Although he didn't specifically say Lawrence was the culprit, judging from his attitude, it seemed he had already concluded so.
    

    
      In fact, from then on, he cast a gaze of surveillance on Lawrence.
    

    
      Even while cleaning solitary cells, he occasionally examined the Relic Chamber.
    

    
      「There's always one. Fools who cannot accept reality and struggle to leave the temple.」
    

    
      Wouldn't that be unavoidable too?
    

    
      They are tower residents repeating the same pattern every time.
    

    
      The stranger who entered recently is only Lawrence. If an abnormal event occurred, it was natural to suspect him first.
    

    
      The situation is a bit different from being rash.
    

    
      Initially, I didn't think about the aftermath for this matter.
    

    
      Because I intended to escape immediately upon retrieving the key.
    

    
      Of course, now I know well how futile that thought was.
    

    
      The surveillance of the Gravekeeper who looked suspiciously gradually quieted down.
    

    
      Because Lawrence quietly immersed himself in magic while waiting for Arwen's contact.
    

    
      How many more days passed?
    

    
      A crow entered the eyes of Lawrence practicing magic on the tower.
    

    
      A small bottle was tied to its back.
    

    
      That seemed to be the preparation Arwen spoke of.
    

    
      “Took longer than thought.”
    

    
      「Extracting scent. Time needed.」
    

    
      First, came down to the solitary cell with Arwen.
    

    
      In terms of space, the top of the tower is wider, but the safe solitary cell was an appropriate place to unfold magic even staying for a long time.
    

    
      Prepare the scent following Arwen's instructions.
    

    
      Worried if it would be okay since the solitary cell is so cramped.
    

    
      It was because thinking based on a person, but after finishing preparation, one crow wasn't a big problem.
    

    
      「One request before entering the rift.」
    

    
      Arwen wrote down.
    

    
      「Listen carefully as much as possible and follow. Otherwise, cannot guarantee safety.」
    

    
      “You mean it's dangerous. Understood. Besides that, anything else to be careful of?”
    

    
      「Be careful of the sisters. Witch's Night is still far. Sisters in the Witch's Forest now are.... eccentric.」
    

    
      Does it mean they might not be friendly?
    

    
      When met in Dragon's Valley, they were definitely favorable.
    

    
      「Lawrence. Child who is loved. Sisters very interested.」
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      「Will be very tired.」
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Thick scent rises in the solitary cell.
    

    
      The scent soon turned into a beautiful cluster of light and engraved a magic circle.
    

    
      Dark light resembling the night sky spread along the wall.
    

    
      Not a breath of wind blows, but the door created by the magic circle wavered.
    

    
      That was also similar to the golden rift created by Veles's tree.
    

    
      「Let's go.」
    

    
      Lawrence stepped inside the door with Arwen.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Starlight leaves a beautiful trajectory.
    

    
      It was a space as if the night sky was moved as it is.
    

    
      Up and down. No matter where I turn my eyes, a place to set foot is not visible. The moment I realized that fact, Lawrence started falling below the night sky.
    

    
      Falling and falling.
    

    
      Flailed both hands with all might, but there was no way there would be something to grab in the night sky where only starlight comes and goes.
    

    
      In the falling Lawrence's eyes, a crow standing on the night sky was visible.
    

    
      Standing?
    

    
      Didn't see wrong.
    

    
      The crow is not flying.
    

    
      It was standing calmly as if there was ground there.
    

    
      「Concentrate. What is visible to eyes is not everything.」
    

    
      Writing moves away.
    

    
      Something beyond the boy's understanding is happening.
    

    
      Feeling dizzy vision, Lawrence closed his eyes for now.
    

    
      Think.
    

    
      Discard fear.
    

    
      Arwen wanted to convey something.
    

    
      Why can she stand without falling here?
    

    
      Even opening eyes gently, nothing is visible under feet.
    

    
      Naturally, no feeling of feet touching the ground either.
    

    
      Unpleasant sensation of falling embraced the whole body.
    

    
      Be calm.
    

    
      Not the time to be recklessly scared.
    

    
      Thought races forward.
    

    
      Lawrence has experienced something similar to this.
    

    
      Experience of flying in the sky that wingless humans cannot originally enjoy.
    

    
      Remember the scenery of the dream Veles showed.
    

    
      Memories of intense freedom came to mind one by one from the brain.
    

    
      How could I fly back then?
    

    
      I remember. Didn't intend to fly.
    

    
      When I came to my senses, I was already flying in the sky aimlessly.
    

    
      Same after becoming conscious.
    

    
      Floated in the sky very naturally as if it was like that from the start.
    

    
      Right. No need to forcibly try to grab what cannot be grabbed.
    

    
      Since Lawrence without wings cannot fly in the sky in the first place.
    

    
      The moment I accepted and acknowledged that fact, the sensation of falling disappeared.
    

    
      When I opened my eyes, Lawrence was standing on the night sky.
    

    
      Looking around, Arwen staring at him quietly was visible.
    

    
      As if the endless fall was all nothing more than an illusion, only pouring star clusters were illuminating the surroundings.
    

    
      “Just now that was...?”
    

    
      Voicing the question was brief.
    

    
      Lawrence realized his mistake.
    

    
      Arwen already warned.
    

    
      A path where safety cannot be guaranteed.
    

    
      Snap out of it.
    

    
      Inside of the head freezes coldly.
    

    
      Before the mystery of the vast Astral World, the boy was like a naked child.
    

    
      「Let's hurry. Staying long won't do any good.」
    

    
      Lawrence nodded.
    

    
      The endlessly unfolded night sky wasn't everything visible.
    

    
      Clearly a space with nothing, but there were places going up, while conversely, there were paths going down.
    

    
      Mysterious space where common sense doesn't apply.
    

    
      Above all, the feeling of walking directly on the night sky made the heart pound.
    

    
      “Where on earth is this place?”
    

    
      「Path of the Hounds.」
    

    
      Hound?
    

    
      Did she read the question rising in the boy's eyes.
    

    
      The writing didn't stop there and continued the explanation.
    

    
      「Hounds freely coming and going through rifts. Starving hounds who don't know satisfaction. Once observed by hounds, cannot escape persistent pursuit.」
    

    
      “If cannot escape pursuit, how about defeating them?”
    

    
      「Meaningless. Hounds have no concept of death.」
    

    
      Writing becomes faster.
    

    
      The latter words were completed almost at a level of scribbling.
    

    
      「Undying. Chase again after time passes.」
    

    
      In short, it means they don't die.
    

    
      Did not ask how that can be.
    

    
      Because discussing common sense itself was laughable.
    

    
      “Means can only buy a moment of time.”
    

    
      「Even other hounds gather. Repetition of vicious cycle.」
    

    
      “Understood what you mean. Running away is best.”
    

    
      Same as mercenary work.
    

    
      Better to avoid things unrelated to the request as much as possible.
    

    
      If losing more than gaining, no need to fight.
    

    
      「It's okay. Preparation is perfect. Hounds cannot see us.」
    

    
      “By chance, did preparation include countermeasures for hounds as well as opening the door?”
    

    
      「Small trick. Erased our smell with scent.」
    

    
      Quite surprised at the answer that she entered after finishing full preparation.
    

    
      It seems simply opening the door wasn't everything.
    

    
      「Path of the Hounds is the essence of Void. Similar to Rift of Shadows. Entering without preparation is foolish recklessness.」
    

    
      “The Astral World is always more dangerous than I think.”
    

    
      「Natural that those who advance further bear more risks. Don't worry. Lawrence devotes to effort. Won't step onto a wrong path by chance.」
    

    
      “Thank you, Arwen.”
    

    
      Heart became a little lighter at her comfort.
    

    
      Words brought up by the witch who explored mystery first.
    

    
      Meaning touched differently from empty words just good to hear.
    

    
      How long has it been since moving feet.
    

    
      Arwen's steps leading ahead stopped.
    

    
      That gaze stayed on an unusually black star.
    

    
      “Any problem?”
    

    
      「Hound.」
    

    
      Lawrence closed his mouth.
    

    
      Soon the warning she issued appeared in the starry sky.
    

    
      What flowed out from the black star eventually changed into a shape.
    

    
      Bizarre appearance as if half mixing a dog and a wolf.
    

    
      The body dried up to the point bones are visible isn't that big.
    

    
      Among the guy's body parts, only the eyes glowing with blue light were abnormally large. Eyeballs wriggling without rest gave an eerie unpleasantness.
    

    
      Looking only at the outward appearance, might be similar to just a skinny starving Under Wolf.
    

    
      Since wild dogs roaming the back alleys had this appearance.
    

    
      However, the hound's eyes.
    

    
      Eyes scanning surroundings like a spider were different from those of a loser.
    

    
      Eyes of a predator looking for prey. Like a lion standing at the apex of the food chain, the guy was bloodshot finding a meal.
    

    
      The hound seemed to run around here and there in the starry sky, then soon lost interest and jumped into another star.
    

    
      Same as when it appeared.
    

    
      The hound melted like ink hid its figure into the star.
    

    
      「Will return soon. Let's hurry. Almost there now.」
    

    
      No other words were needed.
    

    
      Lawrence nodded silently.
    

    
      Don't know how dangerous, how strong the hound is.
    

    
      But felt that ominousness at least.
    

    
      Different from general monsters. The boy was convinced that there would clearly be no event where the hound's hunger is filled.
    

    
      That was an eye that didn't know satisfaction.
    

    
      Not long after that, the two stopped their steps.
    

    
      Arwen, stopping in front of a certain star, burned scent.
    

    
      Smoke sucked into the starlight turned into a door.
    

    
      The figures of the two disappeared into the door twinkling with starlight.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      What welcomed Lawrence beyond the door was a green forest.
    

    
      Bushes are growing on the left and right of the neatly arranged path.
    

    
      Tidy trees welcomed the guest entering the forest path.
    

    
      Wild animals along with small neighbors were visible here and there in the forest.
    

    
      The guys were showing signs of wariness seeing the boy who appeared suddenly.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Since the Spider Forest incident, I hated forests, but.
    

    
      If it's a forest like this, the story is different.
    

    
      A forest welcoming rather than refusing outsiders' footsteps.
    

    
      「Witch's Forest. Like it?」
    

    
      “Yes. Really a beautiful forest.”
    

    
      「Laursara will be happy to hear.」
    

    
      Laursara.
    

    
      Lawrence remembered the name of the sister managing the Witch's Forest.
    

    
      Advancing along the organized path, a huge tree appeared.
    

    
      The tree stretching towards the sky showed off overwhelming majesty. Its size was so huge it seemed to touch the sky beyond the clouds.
    

    
      Right in front of that tree, two women were standing.
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      Chapter 57 : Witch's Forest (1)
    

    
      What caught my eye first was a woman woven with tree branches.
    

    
      The woman wearing a laurel wreath had all her hair made of branches too.
    

    
      With parts of her body substituted with wood, she was exactly like a spirit of the forest.
    

    
      It's also quite similar to the Fairy Queen I saw in the Fairy's Meadow.
    

    
      If there was a difference, the Fairy Queen was closer to a human form attached to a tree, while she felt like vegetation was blooming from a human body.
    

    
      The subject is different.
    

    
      I could implicitly feel that the Fairy Queen, who was definitely nature itself, was much more impressive.
    

    
      Maybe her eyesight isn't good, she is wearing glasses, a luxury item.
    

    
      Opposite her, a familiar broom was visible.
    

    
      A cloak floating in the void.
    

    
      A mask floating around even without an owner.
    

    
      It's the appearance of the witch who visited Dragon's Valley.
    

    
      「Oh my. What in the world is this. Well. Sister. Look who came. A sister who stuck herself at home and didn't show even a nose has come.」
    

    
      The one making a fuss with a chattering voice is the witch wearing the laurel wreath.
    

    
      Bringing her hands, turned into vines, to her face, she smiled.
    

    
      「Arwen. It's truly rare for you to attend a gathering. Much more, the night is still far, yet you visit already....」
    

    
      The reaction of the witch called sister isn't much different.
    

    
      「Laursara. Aurella sister. Just the two of you?」
    

    
      「Look at this girl. It's been a while, is that your first greeting? Bringing a guest without even a single word of notice. Really don't know if she has any sense or not.」
    

    
      「Qualification is sufficient. Invited by Aurella sister.」
    

    
      「Sister invited? What nonsense are you talking about.」
    

    
      The witch wearing the laurel wreath, Laursara, retorted.
    

    
      However, Aurella quietly stared at Lawrence.
    

    
      「It's the child who is loved seen in Dragon's Valley. It's still far until the Witch's Night brightens. What brings you all the way here?」
    

    
      Was it because we moved urgently?
    

    
      It seems even Arwen couldn't contact beforehand.
    

    
      “I apologize for visiting without prior notice. I am Lawrence.”
    

    
      Grasping the situation, Lawrence bowed his head.
    

    
      There is no discourtesy like this.
    

    
      It's a separate story from receiving an invitation.
    

    
      Shouldn't have misunderstood.
    

    
      Just because I have qualifications doesn't mean I received rights too.
    

    
      No one welcomes a guest who suddenly enters the inner room with muddy feet.
    

    
      Even listening to the story, it seems the Witch's Night is still far away.
    

    
      「You, let's talk with me a little later.」
    

    
      「Understood, sister.」
    

    
      Doesn't utter a single excuse.
    

    
      At Arwen's calm attitude, I had to notice whether I liked it or not.
    

    
      It was clear that she, pitying Lawrence's circumstances, insisted in many ways.
    

    
      「I will accept your apology, Lawrence. The one who invited you in Dragon's Valley is me. If you wish so, as a compatriot exploring the principles of the world. I can at least provide a place to shelter from the wind and rain.」
    

    
      “I thank Aurella-nim for your kindness.”
    

    
      Too early to be relieved.
    

    
      Cannot grasp if those words are sincere or empty words.
    

    
      If at least she had a human form like Laursara, I wouldn't know. Since she only has a cloak and mask floating, the way to read emotions was too fragmentary.
    

    
      「Right. Is the Last Guardian doing well?」
    

    
      “Until I left Dragon's Valley, he was healthy.”
    

    
      「Meaning you don't know the news now.」
    

    
      “I am certain he is doing well.”
    

    
      Lawrence remembered the last conversation shared with Acheron.
    

    
      As long as exploring the principles of the world, an opportunity to meet again will come someday.
    

    
      「Words soon contain the power of the Spirit of Language. If you are that certain, I can expect good news sooner or later.」
    

    
      Aurella called Arwen.
    

    
      As if saying she'll be back for a moment, she sent a glance to Lawrence.
    

    
      I will see you in a bit, the boy nodded.
    

    
      When the two left their seats, Laursara approached.
    

    
      「So you are the child who is loved whom the Lord of Wind cherished.」
    

    
      “It wouldn't be.... the first time meeting, right. I am really sorry for committing such discourtesy today.”
    

    
      「Hmm? It's fine. Don't act too stiffly. Honestly speaking, I just wanted to tease Arwen a little. I have no ill feelings towards you.」
    

    
      As if telling him to relax, she lowered her voice and laughed.
    

    
      「Because I couldn't attend that day due to circumstances. Then you are indeed right. I heard a lot of stories. Heard you are also exploring the principles of the world? I am Laursara. Sisters call me the Witch of the Forest.」
    

    
      “Witch of the Forest?”
    

    
      「Yeah. As you see, I use Witchcraft handling the forest.」
    

    
      Look, as Laursara raised her hand, a green sprout grew at Lawrence's feet.
    

    
      The sprout soon bloomed into a single flower, and when she placed a vine hand on it, the flower fell and bore fruit.
    

    
      「Want to eat?」
    

    
      “It's okay.”
    

    
      「Hmm. It's tasty though.」
    

    
      Crunch crunch.
    

    
      She brought the bite-sized fruit to her mouth.
    

    
      「You wouldn't have come just because you met Arwen by chance. What brings you all the way here?」
    

    
      “I asked for guidance because I wanted to request teaching.”
    

    
      「Really? A child who is loved asked for guidance to Yggdrasil.... Unimaginable thing.」
    

    
      Laursara raised the corners of her mouth as if knowing everything.
    

    
      「Want to request teaching? Good. Since a child who is loved visited after a long time. That much isn't difficult.」
    

    
      “Would you be okay with that?”
    

    
      「Don't be too happy. Whether you can understand or not when I show a glimpse of mystery is a problem up to you.」
    

    
      “If you grant teaching, I will do my best to learn.”
    

    
      Thought I buttoned the first button wrong.
    

    
      The story unraveled smoothly.
    

    
      「Instead, empty hands won't do. This is a witch's contract. Equivalent exchange is basic for transactions between wizards.」
    

    
      “Transaction.... I don't have many items right now.”
    

    
      「Don't have to feel burdened. What you gave Arwen is enough.」
    

    
      “She didn't demand a price.”
    

    
      「Oh my. Naive. You just don't know. That child already received the price.」
    

    
      Don't know what she means.
    

    
      Even pondering, nothing comes to mind.
    

    
      At least I had no memory of giving something directly.
    

    
      “Then what should I give you?”
    

    
      Switch thinking.
    

    
      What's important now isn't Arwen.
    

    
      Lawrence focused on the witch in front of his eyes.
    

    
      「Hmm.... Blood? No. Since we just met for the first time, that's not polite. How about hair? Ah, not asking for a lot. Five or six? If difficult, giving just one is fine.」
    

    
      As the atmosphere became strange, she hurriedly corrected her words.
    

    
      Hair?
    

    
      If I didn't hear wrong, she definitely demanded hair.
    

    
      「If really reluctant, other things are fine too. Fingernails or toenails work too. Even just eyebrows have sufficient value to research.」
    

    
      At the gibberish appearance, Lawrence pulled out hair.
    

    
      Roughly grabbed hair and pulled, five or six strands are in hand.
    

    
      “Would this do?”
    

    
      「Is it really okay?」
    

    
      Laursara opened her eyes wide.
    

    
      “Yes. Well, if just hair....”
    

    
      Is this something to make such a fuss about?
    

    
      Honestly speaking, I was tense, afraid she would demand Lemegeton.
    

    
      But fingernails, toenails.
    

    
      Because she demanded something like eyebrows, I lost steam.
    

    
      「We can communicate, child who is loved!」
    

    
      “I am Lawrence.”
    

    
      「Right. Lawrence. You are a really decent child. As expected, the Lord of Wind has eyes to see.」
    

    
      She smiled pleasantly.
    

    
      「However, giving it pulled like that is meaningless. I will check once again. You are really giving hair, right?」
    

    
      Not pulling it out roughly.
    

    
      Just one or two hairs.
    

    
      Not a big deal either.
    

    
      「Taking it. Really taking it? No taking back after doing this?」
    

    
      Don't know how excited she is, her sparkling eyes are burdensome.
    

    
      Smelled of grass.
    

    
      Laursara, placing her hand on the boy's head, pulled out a hair.
    

    
      Ping, the world spun.
    

    
      At extreme dizziness, Lawrence placed both hands on the floor.
    

    
      Not pain. This is closer to the feeling of exhaustion coming after using magic excessively.
    

    
      Inside of head is blank.
    

    
      Feeling exactly like casting Shadow Spear dozens of times.
    

    
      The moment Laursara pulled the hair, felt like even mana was all sucked in.
    

    
      「Ah, look at this color. This is the mana of a child who is loved handling Void. If I plant you, what will grow indeed? Don't worry. Cute child. Because I will raise with love.」
    

    
      Laursara is making an ecstatic expression.
    

    
      Covering her face with both hands, she trembled.
    

    
      The silver hair caught in the vine hand was somehow shining with black light.
    

    
      Received something really good, a voice overcome with emotion was heard.
    

    
      While Lawrence caught his breath, Arwen returned.
    

    
      Looking back at the two, as if grasping the situation immediately, she sighed. Arwen, flying to Laursara, pecked her head with her beak mercilessly.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Lawrence sat in the seat Laursara prepared.
    

    
      Table and chairs made of vegetation formed a wonderful garden.
    

    
      「Tea time, tea time.」
    

    
      Along with humming sounds, Laursara placed a teacup containing contents of unknown identity on the table.
    

    
      「Sorry. I should have told you in advance. Didn't know what you like so prepared tree sap.」
    

    
      “It's okay. Much better now.”
    

    
      「Really? Seems a bit okay now.」
    

    
      Doesn't offer twice.
    

    
      Drinking method is also peculiar. She put a vine into the teacup.
    

    
      As if tree roots absorbing water, the vine sucked up the contents of the teacup.
    

    
      Did a similar phenomenon occur when pulling Lawrence's hair?
    

    
      If mana was also sucked in this way, it was understandable that the body condition worsened at once.
    

    
      「Before starting the story, want you to know one thing. Don't know about before. Now there is no sister capable of handling Void.」
    

    
      “Heard Void is a very rare attribute along with Radiance.”
    

    
      「Correct. Especially our sisters are specialized in one attribute. For instance, Arwen has zero talent except Witchcraft handling scent. I also can't handle other attributes well except Witchcraft handling forest.」
    

    
      Lawrence looked at Arwen seated together.
    

    
      As if agreeing to those words, she nodded.
    

    
      「So the mystery I can teach is not Void. Will teach the method to listen to the whispers of the forest.」
    

    
      Forest Witchcraft.
    

    
      Don't know if it will be okay indeed. First, in terms of handling vegetation, attack ability doesn't seem that outstanding.
    

    
      Still, not in a position to be picky about cold rice or hot rice.
    

    
      Now had to learn even one more mystery.
    

    
      「First, want to ask how much you understand mystery. Can I know how far the Last Guardian granted teaching?」
    

    
      Lawrence slowly spoke what he learned from Acheron.
    

    
      Hearing the whole story, she repeated the boy's words.
    

    
      「General knowledge about mystery. Five Cognitive Concepts and principles of the world. Strange. Is that really all? Seems didn't mention the most important magic.」
    

    
      “Didn't learn a single magic.”
    

    
      「Even basic things?」
    

    
      “Yes. I asked Acheron. Said I want to grasp Five Cognitive Concepts firmly first and move on.”
    

    
      「So what learned is Ears to hear. This really....」
    

    
      Child who is loved is nothing more than a good-sounding shell.
    

    
      Felt embarrassed for no reason as if revealing empty self.
    

    
      「Really okay for me to teach, right? Being the first for a child who is loved. What to do. Scared flowers might bloom from head.」
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      For some reason, Laursara's breathing became rough.
    

    
      The eyes rolling beyond glasses were exactly the same as her making an ecstatic 
    

    
      expression holding hair a moment ago.
    

    
      「Don't mind.」
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Brief moment Laursara fell into her own world.
    

    
      Soon composing her breath, she started the story.
    

    
      「Shall we start from basics first? All magic is, rather than creating something from nothing. Much easier and stronger to make from what is already prepared. Forest Witchcraft I handle is the same. In a forest overflowing with vitality around, my power also becomes infinitely stronger.」
    

    
      Vegetation grew in the direction Laursara pointed.
    

    
      Grass and trees woven made a small flower bed.
    

    
      Colorful blooming flowers soon dyed with beautiful light.
    

    
      「Then how about Scent Witchcraft Arwen handles?」
    

    
      “Inevitably inconvenient unless scent is prepared in advance.”
    

    
      「Correct. Magic handling a medium not easily obtained around always harbors a weakness in a sense.」
    

    
      That is what Lawrence also thought sufficiently.
    

    
      To the extent Arwen guided to a specific place when showing magic.
    

    
      Unless preparing the scent needed for each magic, proper casting was bound to be impossible.
    

    
      Smells obtainable from surrounding environment are limited, and at the point of being restricted by such environment, it was already far from magic for actual combat. Don't know if value as magic to research is high though.
    

    
      Even while considering Scent Witchcraft amazing.
    

    
      That is the reason the boy didn't step forward with an active attitude.
    

    
      「On the other hand, Forest Witchcraft doesn't have such weaknesses. Because areas without vegetation anywhere in the world are extremely rare. Probably you feel it too. The reason Void is truly scary isn't just because it holds superiority over all attributes.」
    

    
      “Point is medium can be obtained anywhere.”
    

    
      「Correct answer. Light and darkness are two sides of the same coin. Among them, there is no place where shadows don't fall.」
    

    
      Thinking about it, the Shadow Lawrence handled for the first time was also made from a shadow cast by moonlight.
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      When handling Void Magic, I received help from the surrounding environment every time.
    

    
      Shadow created at the feet.
    

    
      Shadow cast from a tree.
    

    
      When night fell, the darkness settled on the world became power.
    

    
      “What does it mean that Void holds superiority over all attributes?”
    

    
      「It's the intrinsic nature of Void. It possesses the characteristic of accepting everything and at the same time swallowing everything. The only unique attribute deviating from this is Radiance. Instead, Radiance only holds superiority over Void. It cannot show distinct strength against other attributes.」
    

    
      Magic is largely divided into Four Great Elements.
    

    
      Laursara continued to explain the compatibility between attributes.
    

    
      Water beats fire, fire beats wind.
    

    
      Wind beats earth, and earth beats water.
    

    
      Although there are a few other attributes not included in the Four Great Elements.
    

    
      It seems they usually do not deviate from this compatibility relationship.
    

    
      In other words, the exceptions are only Void and Radiance.
    

    
      Void beats all attributes except Radiance.
    

    
      Radiance held superiority only over Void.
    

    
      Was that why Shadow Spear couldn't defeat the Guardian of the Key.
    

    
      Holy shield imbued with Radiance Attribute.
    

    
      Considering the compatibility between attributes, attacking with Fire Tail might have been correct.
    

    
      Of course, it's unknown whether destroying the shield would have succeeded.
    

    
      Even if destroyed, considering Fire Tail's reach, the soldier's attack coming as a follow-up could be a problem.
    

    
      「There is no perfect magic. Every mystery has pros and cons, and how to use it depends on the caster's individual judgment. In other words, accurate judgment fitting the situation speaks of the wizard's skill.」
    

    
      Laursara reached out to the flower crown.
    

    
      Vines and tree branches weave together.
    

    
      This time it's not blooming flowers.
    

    
      A rough yet thick tree as big as a person's forearm sprang up.
    

    
      White mistletoe grown at its end fell onto the table.
    

    
      「This much theory is enough, right? Now, let's listen to the whispers of the forest first. As you see, Forest Witchcraft starts from communicating with vegetation.」
    

    
      With a single light hand gesture, the table disappeared.
    

    
      She placed the white mistletoe on Lawrence's head.
    

    
      「Close both eyes and concentrate. If you listen carefully, you will hear the whispers of the forest.」
    

    
      Gathering both hands together, Lawrence closed both eyes.
    

    
      As darkness settled in the field of view, quiet silence came.
    

    
      However, closing eyes doesn't mean one can concentrate immediately.
    

    
      No matter how extraordinary concentration he shows in magic, there was no way something experienced for the first time in an unfamiliar place would go well.
    

    
      Numerous distracting thoughts rose and disappeared like bubbles rising on water surface.
    

    
      The worry that flashed through the head first was magic after all.
    

    
      Until now, the boy didn't study and learn magic steadily step by step like climbing stairs.
    

    
      A kind of imitation.
    

    
      Understood the moment seeing mystery.
    

    
      A stage of common sense defying where process is omitted and only result is given.
    

    
      Can I really learn magic doing this?
    

    
      Could it be that I cannot learn properly due to lack of talent?
    

    
      That is anxiety buried deep in the heart.
    

    
      Knowing how to handle magic and having talent in magic are different.
    

    
      The fact that the boy might not be a chosen person in reality.
    

    
      Reality I didn't want to face because I was scared.
    

    
      Around the time impatience started eating away at the heart.
    

    
      Something warm embraced Lawrence.
    

    
      「Don't worry. Just for now, neither anxiety nor worry is needed. Mother of Forest loves all life infinitely and accepts endlessly. That applies to child who is loved. You are no exception. Realize. How small beings we are in front of nature.」
    

    
      A benevolent breeze blew.
    

    
      Lawrence, flying on the wind, became a single bird.
    

    
      The world below eyelids where nothing should be seen was dyed blue.
    

    
      Blue sky spread beyond the horizon.
    

    
      Dense forest where nature's breath seemed to whisper.
    

    
      The bird crossing the firmament rested its wings on a tree branch.
    

    
      Preening feathers, it doesn't relax vigilance around.
    

    
      Being careful of natural enemies that might exist is instinct.
    

    
      Various sceneries were contained in the bird's gaze looking around the forest.
    

    
      Sprouts just starting to bloom.
    

    
      Leaves shaking in the wind.
    

    
      Full-blown flowers and lustrously borne fruits.
    

    
      Between them, butterflies and bees were busy coming and going.
    

    
      A nameless bird approached the tree.
    

    
      The guy shared prey with the chicks crying restlessly.
    

    
      Looking down a bit more, bulky wild animals were visible.
    

    
      A lion aiming for prey's weakness.
    

    
      A deer not relaxing tension even while grazing.
    

    
      A hyena wanting leftovers after the predator eats.
    

    
      Eventually, the lion aiming for an opportunity leaped out of the bush.
    

    
      Flap flap.
    

    
      At the disturbance arisen nearby, mountain birds flew up to the sky.
    

    
      Vitality disappeared from the eyes of the deer degraded to a meal.
    

    
      World of the weak are meat and the strong do eat where one eats and is eaten.
    

    
      That was cold-hearted, but at the same time, it was also a path leading to new life.
    

    
      I know.
    

    
      Life and death Veles spoke of.
    

    
      Great cycle seen on the journey climbed with the Red Lizard.
    

    
      Shouldn't have forgotten.
    

    
      No need to go against the great flow.
    

    
      Mother of Forest embraces all this and connects to the next generation.
    

    
      Mystery that felt infinitely far was right by the side now.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The forest scenery scattered like an illusion.
    

    
      Replacing that spot is a tree full of life.
    

    
      The huge tree Laursara is called Yggdrasil.
    

    
      The tree grown to the extent blue light couldn't be glimpsed felt like the roof of the sky.
    

    
      Warmth of nature.
    

    
      Cozy warmth never felt before ran through the whole body.
    

    
      Why didn't I notice what was so close?
    

    
      Now I can hear even without listening carefully.
    

    
      The calm breath created by nature gently embraced mana.
    

    
      It's exactly like seeing rushing currents.
    

    
      Even hugging with all might, mana slipped out of grasp.
    

    
      Twice the speed than before.
    

    
      Twice the stronger flow than before.
    

    
      However, there was no fear.
    

    
      Flowing wind.
    

    
      Connecting mana.
    

    
      Do not turn eyes away from the flow that was always guarding by the side.
    

    
      This is the whisper of the forest.
    

    
      No need to grasp mana with two hands.
    

    
      Just need to read the huge flow and present direction.
    

    
      And Lawrence opened his eyes.
    

    
      「Did you hear Mother's voice?」
    

    
      Laursara's voice was heard by the ear.
    

    
      Whether it was her who embraced from behind, numerous vines were tightly binding the boy's body as if protecting him.
    

    
      There was no unpleasantness.
    

    
      Rather, felt comfortable warmth like being in a cradle.
    

    
      “Yes. I heard.”
    

    
      「Good. Then will try blooming vegetation.」
    

    
      Vines woven together pointed forward.
    

    
      Near the flower bed Laursara made, a small clearing.
    

    
      Seeing that, Lawrence shook his head.
    

    
      「Think it will be hard? It's okay. Nature will answer your call.」
    

    
      That's not it.
    

    
      She's guessing wrong.
    

    
      “Too small.”
    

    
      As if not knowing what he means, she tilted her head.
    

    
      “I will do it there.”
    

    
      Lawrence pointed beyond the flower bed.
    

    
      A place where whispers of the forest are heard.
    

    
      Precisely, a clearing where flow and flow overlap.
    

    
      「That's flow of Dragon Vein. Too much for you to control now.」
    

    
      Didn't want permission.
    

    
      Feel like I can grab it right now if I reach out.
    

    
      What Lawrence is listening to right now is a huge flow incomparable to her.
    

    
      Shouldn't miss this opportunity.
    

    
      Had to engrave it in the body before forgetting this sensation.
    

    
      Lawrence reached out his hand.
    

    
      「This is....」
    

    
      「Laursara.」
    

    
      Small clusters of light rose in the clearing where flow and flow overlapped.
    

    
      Golden color like the starlight grasped in hand someday.
    

    
      Golden radiance rising like heat haze went from ground to void. Bloomed from void to blue sky.
    

    
      No need to try to control everything.
    

    
      Although control and dominance of magic are important, shouldn't handle it ignoring the most important essence.
    

    
      It was so. Even if forcibly grabbing and twisting the huge flow, only insignificant results come out.
    

    
      「Keep in mind. Magic is borrowing and using principles of the world. Do not try to achieve principles of the world alone. Magic you think you achieved alone also cannot be used without the world's help. Look around. There will always be neighbors lending a hand by your side.」
    

    
      How foolish.
    

    
      Until now, didn't understand a single one of Veles's teachings.
    

    
      How stupid.
    

    
      Until now, accepted Acheron's teachings while distorting them.
    

    
      Lawrence thought Age of Gods Magic was simply magic completed by receiving a neighbor's help.
    

    
      However, that wasn't it.
    

    
      Barely realized what neighbor lending a hand refers to.
    

    
      Mysterious essence created by nature.
    

    
      Vitality of forest harboring brilliant light.
    

    
      Beings smaller than neighbors of the Astral World were full in the world.
    

    
      Laughter came out inadvertently.
    

    
      Why didn't I know?
    

    
      The fact that so many neighbors are living in harmony in the world.
    

    
      “Bind.”
    

    
      Small grass roots grew rapidly.
    

    
      Like clock hands rotating uncontrollably.
    

    
      Leaving other vegetation behind, only grass roots grew alone.
    

    
      Crack.
    

    
      Roots descend on the surrounding area.
    

    
      Stems started from vines turned into tree trunks.
    

    
      Soon grew into a respectable appearance like other members constituting the forest.
    

    
      「…….」
    

    
      Laursara touched the sprung-up tree here and there as if possessed by something.
    

    
      Branches fluttering in wind. Leaves harboring blue vitality were proving the fact that the tree is healthy.
    

    
      Feel exactly like dreaming.
    

    
      Strange sensation where body is mine but seems not mine.
    

    
      If moving hand, mana moves. Feel like I can make other vegetation bloom following the huge flow.
    

    
      In front of great Mother Nature.
    

    
      Lawrence was merely nothing but a tiny being.
    

    
      But that is not the end.
    

    
      Accepting that I am a weak being.
    

    
      Borrowing neighbors' power as a member constituting the world.
    

    
      That was exactly the Age of Gods Magic Veles and Acheron taught.
    

    
      「Hey, Lawrence.」
    

    
      Still assimilated into the huge flow, Lawrence couldn't hear her words.
    

    
      「By chance after dying, any thought of providing that body to me....」
    

    
      「Laursara.」
    

    
      Not words to just hear and pass.
    

    
      Arwen restrained the sister trying to bring up rude talk.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Lawrence was looking up at Yggdrasil.
    

    
      Huge tree covering even the sky.
    

    
      Even raising hand, only tree branches are reflected beyond poor vision. Even closing eyes and concentrating, comfortable warmth wasn't felt anymore.
    

    
      Truly nothing but a midsummer night's dream.
    

    
      If not for the tree grown in the clearing, might have considered all this an illusion.
    

    
      Hearing it, it seems witches are protecting this Yggdrasil for immeasurable long years.
    

    
      「Aurella sister is center. Now Laursara is assisting.」
    

    
      That was the reason she couldn't come to Dragon's Valley.
    

    
      Although she said she doesn't mind much, seeing her eyes looking at Lawrence were unusual, it seemed a bit of regret remained now.
    

    
      Lawrence wasn't so tactless as to ask what that regret was.
    

    
      Rest is enough with this.
    

    
      Shouldn't forget the knack.
    

    
      Sitting down, Lawrence closed both eyes quietly.
    

    
      Surroundings were quiet.
    

    
      Arwen and Laursara left as Aurella called them.
    

    
      In the Witch's Forest where night fell, only sounds of insects occasionally echoed like a chorus.
    

    
      Like the temple, it's a perfect place to concentrate on magic.
    

    
      Lawrence's fingertips headed to weeds likely to be seen anywhere.
    

    
      Not creating something from nothing.
    

    
      Closer to pushing the back of an already prepared object slightly.
    

    
      Just with that, could handle magic much more easily.
    

    
      “Bind.”
    

    
      Riding Lawrence's hand, weeds wove like vines and grew.
    

    
      If putting mana, pressure became strong, conversely if withdrawing mana, pressure 
    

    
      weakened. If pouring mana recklessly, could break a tree just with pressure.
    

    
      However, efficiency isn't that high.
    

    
      Reaching above certain pressure, literally had to put mana until breaking the object. Using Fire Tail or Shadow Spear was much more profitable than putting that much mana.
    

    
      So Lawrence changed training method.
    

    
      Using Bind directly on hands and arms for fine control is because of that.
    

    
      No need to defeat opponent with Bind specifically.
    

    
      This is magic capable of binding opponent's movement.
    

    
      For instance, Guardian of the Key guarding Relic Chamber.
    

    
      After binding guys with Bind, can fight by hitting and running with Fire Tail.
    

    
      Don't know how much mana would go into binding though.
    

    
      Lawrence was happy just with the fact that a new method appeared.
    

    
      Application of magic depends purely on the caster.
    

    
      Depending on usage, Bind harbored possibility of becoming magic like thousand gold or magic like mud.
    

    
      Think the tree made reading huge flow is probably difficult.
    

    
      No matter how clean Relic Chamber is, cannot clean up all weeds growing in cracks. But there's no way there would be something like a tree stump.
    

    
      In other words, had to make everything from one to ten with Bind magic.
    

    
      Lawrence shook his head.
    

    
      That's a no-go.
    

    
      Belly button is bigger than belly.
    

    
      Binding with vines then dealing finishing blow with Fire Tail looked better however I thought.
    

    
      Even for that moment, shouldn't neglect Bind practice now.
    

    
      Since don't know how much time there is.
    

    
      Like that, night deepened.
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