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      Chapter 1 — Goodbye


      Traveling south through the mountains, we entered the kingdom of Ludoria and eventually reached its capital, Wolfir. The city was as large and lively as I remembered it.


      That said, although maybe it went without saying, not everything was the same. Passing by a butcher I had frequented in the past, I saw a new face manning the counter. I could see some traces of the old owner’s face in him, but he appeared too young to be his son. Maybe he was a grandson? Judging by the sad look on Win’s face, it seemed he had noticed as well. That butcher had always been kind to him.


      While in the land of the dwarves, there had been no real difference between the speed he aged and that of those around him, but back in the human world things weren’t so easy. The only way to avoid confronting that truth would be to keep traveling forever.


      Following the street to the dojo, we climbed the stairs leading inside. About halfway up, I noticed there were two...no, four people waiting out front for us.


      “Wow, Win and Acer actually came. Your intuition is incredible, Mom,” said the man standing there, looking to be in his late twenties or early thirties. He carried himself with an air of preparedness, like he was ready to strike at any moment, and yet the smile on his face showed a genuine affection for us. There was no doubt this was Shizuki. In each of his arms was a child, one a girl of four or five years, the other a boy of about two or three. I supposed being Shizuki’s children made them Kaeha’s grandchildren. The looks of perplexed wonder on their faces as they stared at us was adorable.


      And beside them was the unmistakable figure of Kaeha herself. As we made it to the top of the stairs, she called out to us. “Welcome home, Acer, Win. I thought it was about time I’d see you again. Looks like you’ve grown quite a bit, Win.” She greeted us with a gentle smile, her demeanor much calmer than when we had last met. Win seemed a little embarrassed to have his growth pointed out like that.


      “Thanks. I’m surprised you knew we were coming.” As happy as I was to be welcomed home, I was confused how she’d known when we would arrive. I had occasionally sent them letters from the dwarven kingdom, but I hadn’t mentioned anything about when we’d actually be back.


      “Mom just said, ‘I think it’s about time he shows up,’ so we decided to wait outside for you. I didn’t really believe it myself,” Shizuki answered, as surprised by this turn of events as I was. I see, so Kaeha was the one who figured it out. As I turned to look at her, she smiled back at me.


      “Yes, I felt the wind was a bit different today. That must have been what told me.” Kaeha couldn’t hear the spirits at all, but her answer still made sense to me.


      Stepping inside the dojo, I noticed that the number of students had grown significantly since my last visit. They now rivaled the Rodran School when I had visited them decades ago. There were likely even more students than what I was seeing here, probably numbering well over a hundred in total. In short, the Yosogi School had successfully taken back its place as one of the Four Great Schools of Ludoria.


      The students didn’t call Kaeha “master,” though. That was now Shizuki. Apparently she had already ceded the title to him. He seemed well accustomed to it, meaning the change had likely happened years ago. The number of students now training here spoke well of his abilities.


      There were a few faces I recognized among the students, but those new recruits now acted as instructors. A little bit of time changed everything, didn’t it? Well, I supposed that was as obvious as it was inevitable.


      Win pointed toward the dojo. “Let’s spar, Shiz. It’s been so long since we’ve had the chance. Also, introduce me to your kids!” He wasted no time asking for a match. Maybe he was a bit excited to be back in the dojo after so long. I almost made a comment about how we hadn’t even given them their gifts yet, but...no, never mind that. Win was doing this for my sake.


      Shizuki nodded with a grin, carrying both of his kids along with him into the dojo. A number of the students seemed to take interest as well, following the pair inside.




      “Win really has grown quite a bit. He used to be so small. I’ll go put on some tea, so why don’t you tell me about your time in the dwarven lands?”


      I nodded in response to Kaeha. Win certainly had grown. As rude as it might have been, I almost wanted to append an “unfortunately” to that. But any disappointment I felt paled in comparison to how proud I was of him.


      I didn’t know how he felt about it personally, but I was sure he could make it on his own any time he thought to try. I had felt that keenly as I watched him on our journey through the mountains. He was skilled with the sword, and had earned Oswald’s approval as a fully-fledged blacksmith. He unfortunately didn’t have the talent for magic, but the spirits were always on his side.


      Of course, I had started learning all of these things well before him, so I was confident I would still come out on top in any contest between us. But I couldn’t say that would hold true for much longer, especially in swordsmanship. In our sparring, he was now taking three or four out of every ten matches. I would probably always be his superior in the Spirit Arts, but that was more of a racial trait than a personal skill. There was no point in getting fixated on that.


      Above all, it seemed he was worrying, wandering, and growing in places I couldn’t see. Like just now, how he had so smoothly given Kaeha and me some time alone together. Where on earth had he learned that? It was a complex feeling, at once both a point of pride and sadness. Though I didn’t notice at the time, I was probably wearing a rather pathetic expression on my face.


      Seeing me standing motionless in the courtyard, Kaeha stopped and gave a quiet sigh before pulling on my sleeve to drag me behind her. She could be quite overbearing at times, but the fact she pulled on my sleeve instead of my hand was interestingly modest of her. That was just like the Kaeha I remembered.


      ◇◇◇


      Kaeha listened quietly but intently to my story. Having been away from the dojo for more than a decade, I had a lot to talk about.


      I told her about helping Oswald forge mithril and secure his position as the next king of the dwarves, and about my battle with the vampire in Fodor. I told her about putting the old emperor out of his misery, and then returning to the dwarven kingdom to initiate a trade relationship between elves and dwarves. There were also stories of the fistfights, of the hot spring, and of hunting monsters in the volcanic region. There was no end to it.


      I imagine most people wouldn’t believe a single word, but Kaeha was one of the few who would believe anything I said without question. She laughed, sighed, and even got angry throughout the whole endeavor. The fresh tea grew cold, but the stories kept going, so more tea was put on to ease my throat.


      How long did we talk? If I had gone into all the details, we’d have been at it forever, so I had only given her a rough overview of the events. But even so...


      “I take my eyes off you for a minute, and look at all the trouble you get into. You’re like a hero from a fairy tale. Though I suppose you were like that when you were still here too,” Kaeha said with a smile.


      For a minute? I suppose ten years wasn’t all that long for me, but for a human like her it was quite a stretch of time.


      “I am curious about many of the things you talked about. I heard about such hot water ponds existing in the homelands of the Yosogi School, but never about any so close. And I’m glad to hear you have taken an interest in swordsmanship again.”


      Ah, so there were hot springs in the far east after all.


      As for swordsmanship, I wanted Kaeha to teach me again. Even if Shizuki was the head of the Yosogi School now, she was still my master. When I had said I wanted to learn, I could definitely sense the happiness in her expression, even though it was faint.


      “But I am most concerned about Win, so allow me to get straight to the point. Do you not have an urge to see him surpass you?” She quickly drew back, taking on a serious expression as she cut straight to the heart of the issue.


      It was a pretty difficult question. I had plenty of answers swirling in my head, so it was hard to pick one to vocalize. I was definitely happy to see him grow, and took great pride in his learning. That was undeniable.


      But I was afraid that if I recognized his growth, he would grow fully independent and leave me. I knew those feelings of pain and loneliness were just my own weakness. And I knew it was incredibly late, but as Win grew more and more, there was some part of me that didn’t want to see him surpass me so easily.


      In short, my heart was in chaos. Since I couldn’t pick one answer, I shared them all, earning a happy smile from Kaeha.


      “What a coincidence. I gave the headship up to Shizuki, but as much as I celebrate his growth, I still don’t want to feel like I’ve lost to him in swordsmanship. And I don’t think I have. We’re quite similar, aren’t we?” she laughed.


      Were we similar? I felt like my feelings were much more pathetic than hers.


      “Acer, it is natural to lament your child’s independence. Shizuki is still with me because he took over the dojo, but Mizuha went off to become an adventurer. She used the house you offered her, found a husband, and has children of her own.” These things made Kaeha both happy and sad at the same time. Like she’d said, we were the same.


      Maybe she was saying that to try and comfort me. Indeed, those words made my heart feel a little lighter. I had learned I wasn’t the only one dealing with these chaotic feelings. I had someone I could relate to.




      Kaeha closed her eyes, as if thinking over something. I waited quietly for about ten minutes before her eyes snapped open again.


      “Then, let’s have a contest. A contest between Shizuki and me, and you with Win. Both to recognize their growth and show them that we won’t be so easily conquered.”


      How had she come to that? I guess I could understand a match between Win and myself, but her and Shizuki as well? Seeing my bewildered expression, Kaeha stood up.


      “For three years, I will train you to the best of my ability, while Shizuki will do the same for Win. After that, you two will have a match to determine who is stronger.” She reached a hand to the sword at her side, the same sword I had once reforged for her. “Even if Win could survive on his own, you’d rather see him train a bit more, wouldn’t you?”


      I nodded. Like she said, though it was just my opinion, it felt like Win was rushing too much. If the head of the Yosogi School could train him for three years, that would alleviate a lot of my stress.


      Of course, with Kaeha teaching me directly for the same time, I had no intentions of losing easily. But after putting our whole hearts and souls into training, I could accept the results, no matter what they looked like. Though Kaeha, Shizuki, and Win may have had their own thoughts about it, I couldn’t imagine a way things could end poorly.


      ◇◇◇


      Despite my long absence, the forge in the dojo had been kept in pristine condition. I relit the furnace, this time with Win at my side.


      Shizuki and Win had accepted Kaeha’s challenge of a three-year training match. No matter the result, Win would be thirty-two years old. That would make him fifteen or sixteen by human standards. By the customs of this world, that was around the time he would start living on his own. In my past life, that line had been at eighteen, twenty, or twenty-two, but I had no reason to try and enforce that here.


      Maybe because things had been made clear now, Win seemed to feel a lot better about his situation. I imagined what I lacked was the feeling of being a proper parent. I didn’t think I had the right personality, so I had wanted to be his guardian or closest friend. But no matter how much I wanted that to be the case, I was still undeniably a parent to him.


      Any child would see their parent as a figure to adore, to try and emulate, to overcome, and to earn recognition from. But I had been too lax in fulfilling that role. That may have been fine when he was young, but now that he was a young man slowly approaching adulthood, that half-hearted approach to parenthood had made it difficult for him to face me.


      Although...that wasn’t the whole story. Little by little, I had found it more and more difficult to face him myself, leaving us in a position where neither could interact with the other well.


      It was pathetic. The time allotted for us to live was quite different. On top of that, I had been living too colorful a life recently. When Kaeha had heard of what we’d been through, she said I sounded like a hero from a fairy tale, and what were heroes but forever distant? From Win’s perspective, I must have seemed so far away.


      However, the fact that we had the time to fret over such issues was a sign of how blessed we were. Most of the people in this world had to fight desperately just to survive. They had neither the time nor the freedom to worry about the intricacies of such relationships. And even if there was no way to cleanly resolve these problems, we had Shizuki and Kaeha to help us find a way to connect properly again. We really were blessed, in so many ways.




      “So Win, like before, I plan on doing work like repairing the training swords and taking jobs from the blacksmithing guild. What are you going to do?” I asked, peering into the furnace.


      If Win wanted to work as a blacksmith, I could split my work with him. If he proved himself, it wouldn’t take him long to earn a master blacksmith’s license. But if he wanted to focus on just maintaining the training equipment, that was fine too. He was free to use his time however he liked.


      After mulling it over for a bit, he answered. “I want to use the forge. But...I’d like to find work for myself.”


      I see. If he didn’t know how to get work on his own, it would be difficult to make much money as a blacksmith in a human kingdom. In that case, getting a master blacksmith’s license would be helpful. That was true if he was going to settle down somewhere, but even more so if he was going to travel around.


      “Then let’s pay a visit to the blacksmithing guild later. I’ll show you how to take on jobs.”


      If he wasn’t going to settle down and open a blacksmithing shop, then getting work through the blacksmithing guild was the easiest option. Naturally, they would take a portion of your earnings, but considering that they often provided a forge, fuel, and materials for you to use, that was an acceptable expense.


      “If you want to live as a traveling smith, you’ll want a master’s license. Of course, you need to prove you have the skills to earn that, but you were taught by Oswald, so that shouldn’t be too hard in three years.”


      Not all of Oswald’s students achieved the rank of master smith, but I didn’t think it would be a problem for Win. Oswald had recognized his talent and passion, and he had already been learning for...well, not quite ten years yet, but with another three years, he’d get there. That’s how long it had taken me to get my master’s license, after all. There was no reason he wouldn’t be able to do the same.


      “Okay. Umm...thank you, Acer.” Win said awkwardly.


      That was hardly necessary. It was only natural that I’d help him learn what he needed to live on his own. I was still his guardian, not his opponent.


      In three years, we’d have our contest. We’d fight with nothing less than everything we had. But that didn’t make us enemies.


      “Okay then, let’s start with the maintenance work then. It looks like they’ve gotten quite a lot out of these swords. Can you help?”


      While we were gone, the Yosogi students had outsourced the maintenance of their weapons to blacksmiths around the capital, but that meant they weren’t able to get it done as frequently. I thought it might be a good idea to teach some blacksmithing to one of the school’s students, or maybe one of Shizuki’s children. They had a forge inside the dojo, after all. There was no need to leave it unused for so long. That felt like such a waste.


      But that would be something to talk about after our three years of training. I had something much more important to focus my efforts on until then. With a nod, Win came up beside me and got started on repairing the swords. Though we didn’t talk much while we worked, the time we spent together in the forge felt calm and peaceful.


      ◇◇◇


      Long ago, when I had first started training in swordsmanship with Kaeha, we had practiced side by side. But now, she stood in front of me with no sword. It made me feel inexplicably uncomfortable.


      “You don’t have to make a face like that. I have spent just as much time thinking of how to teach you as we did practicing together. Maybe even more,” she said with a laugh. She said it so flippantly, but coming from her, it was likely the truth. While I was quite honored, at the same time I felt guilty for making her wait so long to teach me. But right now, that didn’t seem to bother her.


      “For each person,” Kaeha explained, “the timing needed to best express their strength is different. Similarly, certain timings will make that expression more difficult. For example, when crossing swords with someone, you lose strength as you breathe out, right?”


      I felt like I had heard something similar before. Maybe it was a faint memory from my past life.


      In truth, the way you breathed was quite important. When hunting with a bow, you had to track your target’s breathing, gaze, and other signals before firing your arrow.


      “When you swing your sword, your heart, mind, and body must all be in sync. You also need the right conditions to use your skills to the fullest. Being able to create those conditions is an important part of the battle.” As she spoke, she swung her hands as if holding a sword. Though her hands were empty, her form was so impeccable I could almost feel an invisible blade cutting through the air. Her swordsmanship really was a thing of beauty.


      Read your opponent’s breathing, gaze, and mood to find the right timing, then deliver the best strike possible. It was beautiful, the ideal flow of combat. I longed to be able to fight like that.


      “Perhaps because of your skill in archery, I think you are already quite good at this. But in contrast, if you aren’t perfectly in sync, or if the situation isn’t just right, you hesitate too much,” she continued, as if she had seen right through all my thoughts.


      Ah. Yes, well, I supposed she was right. After all, swinging a sword from a broken posture or without the proper groundwork in place was nothing like the swordsmanship I admired. I didn’t want to engage in such sloppy fighting. So when I fought with a sword, I tended to wait for my opponent to strike before unleashing an attack of my own. But if that was all I could do, the moment my opponent saw through that, I would have already lost.


      “That is your main weakness. Even if your posture is broken, even if you aren’t ready, you need to be able to swing to break your opponent’s posture to force openings in their guard. As brutish and unseemly as it is, a strong swordsman is one who can swing his sword whenever necessary to obtain victory.”


      I had no argument. She was probably right. No, not probably. If she said it, it was definitely true. But even so, I didn’t want to let go of my mentality. The incomplete style of swordsmanship I had learned just from copying her movements felt much more appealing to me.


      We stared at each other in silence for a time. I couldn’t bring myself to answer her, even though I knew she was absolutely correct. Finally, she broke the silence.


      “But I know you are stubborn and selfish, so you won’t listen to what I have to say.” Though she said it with a sigh, I could see the smile behind it. “So I’ve been thinking about it. If I don’t want you to remain stuck in that incomplete stage, I need to show you a style of swordsmanship you’ll want to emulate no matter the situation. Even if it comes while falling, while sleeping, or while taking a surprise attack.”


      She had followed up her point with something strange. How did this go from her talking about my incomplete swordsmanship to her trying to perfect her forms from an imperfect posture? Was that even possible?


      “I said as much before, didn’t I? I’ve spent a lot of time practicing, trying to figure out how to teach you. So I can say it is possible, to an extent. While I am still working on an attack from lying down, I have found a way to attack from falling or after being surprised without changing much,” she said, as if it was the most mundane thing in the world. There was no sense of deception in her voice, or even pride. It was simply an expression of the facts.


      She swung her empty hands through the air again, quickly striking in four directions, eight directions, and even behind her. Her invisible sword flowed like water, despite her never taking a stance. At first glance, it seemed like she was just going through the motions, casually copying the movements of actual strikes, but I could feel her swings cutting the air just as they had before. If she’d actually held a sword in her hands, those casual, unprepared attacks would surely be as sharp as any other.


      “All you have to do now is copy me. It’s not easy, but I’m sure you can do it.” As she spoke, her hands kept moving. Even as a smile rose to her face, her movements didn’t lose any of their precision. So she was saying she had learned how to use a sword like this just so I could copy her movements. That was...beyond ridiculous.


      After finally coming to a stop, she looked over to see I was still standing there, thunderstruck. “This is the best I can do to teach you. I worked quite hard on it, so I have to say I’m happy to see that look of surprise,” she said with a chuckle.


      My swordsmanship had been born of my admiration for Kaeha’s own. I had practiced so hard specifically to recreate her style. So now, seeing her swordsmanship again, I felt my heart racing. My body was trembling with excitement, demanding to recreate what it had just witnessed. But...


      “Uhh, did you teach Shizuki the same thing?” I didn’t know if it was okay for me to learn something like this. If this was the ultimate peak of the Yosogi School’s style, I didn’t feel worthy of it.


      Kaeha shook her head. “No. Though it is for the sake of rebuilding the Yosogi School, he is only interested in getting stronger. He has no need for such a bizarre style, and now spends his days developing and refining new techniques of his own,” she replied proudly. Unlike me, Shizuki was actually a normal swordsman. He was more interested in winning than in some bizarre obsession, and his heart, mind, and body were perfectly in sync. That’s what her expression told me. “You are the only student I’ve had who is strange enough to obsess over reproducing my style. The others aren’t nearly as difficult. So I’m the only one who can really teach you.”


      Even if you had to leave your heart behind, it was better to overwhelm your opponent with sheer skill. That was what she was trying to teach me, and she had developed this style as an example for me of how I could do that.


      I bowed my head at her words, then put down my weapon and stretched my hands out forward as if gripping an invisible sword. She had shown me her example while empty-handed, so I would do the same. I didn’t know why yet, but that was all the more reason for me to copy her. I’d copy, reflect, copy, reflect, and when I had perfectly replicated her form, I would understand. It was no different than our first days of training together.


      Once again, I had a clear objective in front of me.


      ◇◇◇


      “Roooaaaar! I’m gonna eat you!”


      I stomped after the children, opening and closing my hands while twitching my ears. As I did, the four-year-old Souha and two-year-old Touki screamed and ran.


      Of course, no matter how fast they ran, there was no way two children that young could escape me. Though I made a big show of swinging and missing at them, I noticed Touki lose his footing and trip. I swooped in to grab him and held him under one arm. He seemed to like being lifted so high up into the air, and when Souha saw how much fun he was having, she immediately grew jealous. She ran back toward me as if asking me to catch her, so I obliged and lifted her up in the same way.


      “Sorry for making you take care of them, Acer.” The apology came from a woman named Kuroune, Shizuki’s wife and the mother of Souha and Touki.


      I shook my head in reply, then spun the two around in the air for a bit before lowering them to the ground. I liked kids, so being asked to play with them was no problem at all. And I felt no need to hold back with these children, even if they did belong to the Yosogi School’s head. However, as I put them down and expected them to run away, they instead leaped back and clung to me.


      Haven’t had enough, have you? I thought as they shook my legs. Shizuki’s kids—Kaeha’s grandkids—were quite energetic.


      I lifted the two up into the air once again, then stomped my feet on the ground as a signal to the earth spirits. They raised the ground in front of us, creating a slide. Souha and Touki, as well as their mother, were shocked at the sudden display of power. With the two kids still in my arms, I climbed up the mound and slid down.


      Ah, maybe it would be safer to have some soft sand at the bottom.


      Once they saw me do it, they knew immediately what they were supposed to do. Setting the two kids free, they quickly climbed up and began sliding down, cheering as they went. I couldn’t help but smile as I watched Souha help her little brother climb up the slide. They plunged into the soft bed of sand at the bottom, and immediately got back to climbing back up.


      “I’d heard as much from my husband, but you really are quite amazing.” With the slide complete, my hands were now free, giving Kuroune a chance to come talk to me once she had gotten over the shock of what I had just done.


      Yeah, I suppose that’s how it looked. But really, the spirits had done all the impressive work. I had a bit of a special standing with them, but I was still just a student of the dojo.


      “It’s nothing special. I think being able to teach dozens of people swordsmanship at once like Shizuki does is way more impressive,” I replied, keeping a careful eye on the kids to make sure they didn’t hurt themselves on the slide.


      If I remembered correctly, her maiden name was Eyaspella. That was the same name as the knight captain who had bought my sword so long ago. I didn’t know what he was doing now, but I suspected that Kuroune was his granddaughter. In other words, she was the granddaughter of one of the leaders of the Ludoria Royal Swordsmanship School.


      I didn’t know whether her and Shizuki’s marriage had been for love or politics, nor was I rude enough to ask. But in any case, there was now a strong connection between the Ludoria Royal School and the Yosogi School. That had likely played a big part in the Yosogi School’s recent growth.


      That said, I didn’t really care all that much. Shizuki’s attitude toward his wife showed that he clearly loved her, a feeling she definitely reciprocated. And they both still had plenty of love to spare for their children, so all the important boxes were checked, as far as I was concerned. Shizuki’s children felt like family to me, hardly like the kids of some friend.


      Mizuha now lived in Vistcourt, where she was apparently married and with children of her own, so I wanted to visit her. Was she living a happy life too? She had been a strong kid, so I imagined she was fine, but that made me worry she might be overdoing it as well. Vistcourt was still in Ludoria, so it wasn’t all that far to travel. I’d go pay her a visit one of these days.




      Now, Shizuki taught Win swordsmanship while Kaeha taught me. But in reality, Shizuki didn’t have anywhere near as much free time as Kaeha. As the head of the school, he was responsible for teaching all of the students who trained here, so the time he had left to teach Win personally was fairly limited. Of course, the other students also helped with Win’s instruction. Our match in three years was not just a contest between Win and myself, but also between Kaeha and the rest of the Yosogi School. It was really an exciting prospect.


      Everyone was putting their hopes on Win. Though he might not feel like it yet, as the contest approached, those expectations would grow heavier and heavier, together with their attendant pressure. How much growth would those expectations and that pressure inspire in him? It wouldn’t just be in swordsmanship either. I expected him to develop greatly as a person as well.


      I couldn’t wait to meet that future Win, both as a swordsman and as his guardian. Maybe this was something like the fighting spirit I had lacked for so long.


      ◇◇◇


      After a time of practicing empty-handed, I finally graduated to using a wooden sword. Once I started using a physical weapon, I realized why I had started without one. If you didn’t fully understand your own movements, the weight and centrifugal force generated by the sword itself could very well lead to you getting hurt.


      As I continued my practice, the seasons passed us by, and I eventually reached a level where I could spar with Kaeha. I suspected that I wouldn’t be close to the level either of us wanted after only three years. Learning techniques like these properly would doubtless take decades.


      But this realization didn’t bother me. No matter how incomplete my training would be, I’d bring everything I had to bear against Win. After that, our lives would continue.


      But as time passed by, I was met with a considerable loss. A letter arrived about two years after Win and I returned to the dojo, which prompted me to head over to Vistcourt. I was there to visit Clayas and Martena, the former members of White Lake. Or more specifically, their graves.


      As high elves ascended into spirits of nature when we died, we didn’t have any customs for mourning the dead. Elves were typically buried near trees, which one could then talk to should they be particularly struck by grief. Occasionally, mana in the environment could transform a dead body into a kind of monster, but trees were said to help prevent that.


      For humans, praying to the god of the harvest was most common. Wishes for the earth to receive them and grant them rest, and hope that one day they would be given new life. As a priest of the harvest god, that was certainly an appropriate send-off for Martena. There were other gods who ruled over death, but most people prayed to whichever god they usually worshipped.


      But for me...standing in front of their graves, all I could do was clap my hands together, as I would in my previous life. There was no such custom in this world, or at least in this region, but it felt like the most appropriate way for me to wish for happiness in their next life.


      Naturally, there were no depictions of the two on their graves, but the faces of those two young adventurers on the day we first met floated to the front of my mind.


      “Thank you, Lord Acer.”


      Looking up from the grave, I saw Airena, the one who had sent me the letter. According to that letter, Clayas had passed away two months ago, and as if chasing after him, Martena had passed a week later.


      Human life was really so fleeting. They had reached the pinnacle of their profession as adventurers, earning their seven-star rank, and yet still left the world behind in what felt like no time at all. They had been loved in Vistcourt, and their funeral had been enormously crowded, but...after a hundred years, no one would remember them. The only exception would be Airena.


      I wanted to tell her that there was no need to thank me, but I couldn’t get the words out. Not after seeing the fragile smile on her face.


      “When White Lake disbanded, Martena had said to me, ‘Thank you, and I’m sorry.’”


      I silently listened to her story. I didn’t know the full depth of the relationship between Clayas, Martena, and Airena. I could make guesses, but I had no proof to back them up. It appeared to me like those two felt incredibly indebted to Airena, and she to them. Or maybe that was just my imagination, and it was more like regret.


      But I had no doubts that their relationship with Airena was what led them to accept Kaeha’s request. That was what Kuroha, Kaeha’s mother, had meant when she mentioned someone else’s curse. But it was far too late to worry about that. There was nothing to be gained by prying into their personal relationship now. Kaeha had come along with me to Vistcourt, but she was currently at Mizuha’s house. I imagined she planned to visit the grave on her own later.


      “If you hadn’t come along and given me a role here, Lord Acer...I may have fled Ludoria to get away from these two.”


      As such, there was no way I could understand Airena’s feelings. So rather than offering some cheap attempt at consoling her, I just listened.


      “I would have stayed away from Vistcourt for so long, not brave enough to come back even after a hundred years to confirm their deaths. Maybe I would have eventually worked up the courage, but then I never would have been able to find their grave.”


      That never would have happened. It was easy enough to deny her theoretical future. I knew she wasn’t that weak. She was the most skilled, most reliable elf I knew. Even if she had run away for a time, I knew she would have returned before Clayas and Martena passed away. And even if she didn’t manage that, she would have no problem finding their graves.


      But there was no point in saying that to her now. She wasn’t telling me this to wallow in her own weakness.


      “Maybe if I had run away, I wouldn’t feel a sadness like this. But then I wouldn’t have been able to send them off properly.”


      She was just grieving, mourning, and putting her feelings into words. Of course, it would take time for her to get those feelings all in order. It might take her a decade or two, or over a century. But little by little, she would look over her memories, process them, and at last put them to rest deep in her heart.


      “So thank you, Lord Acer.”


      I nodded.


      Following Clayas and Martena’s deaths, Airena had made preparations to step down from her role and leave Ludoria. But I had no intention of being so rude as to ask what she planned on doing next. After all, her answer could very well change depending on how she felt at the time. I thought it was fine for her to take this time to mourn. People like us had all the time in the world.


      If she wanted to talk about the past, I’d gladly sit with her. After all, the pain Airena was feeling now wasn’t just some stranger’s problem. It wouldn’t be long before I had to face it myself.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      After visiting Clayas and Martena’s grave, I met Mizuha. Kaeha’s daughter now had two children of her own.


      Was it a Yosogi tradition to have exactly two children? Well, I suppose Kaeha was an only child, but that could have been because of her mother’s poor health.


      “Please, give my kids your blessing, Acer. So that they grow up big and healthy.”


      At her request, I took Mizuha’s children in my arms.


      Though Shizuki and Mizuha were twins, Shizuki’s eldest was three years older than Mizuha’s. Of course, just because they were twins didn’t mean they had to have children at the same time, but it was still interesting to see how they differed despite growing up so close to each other. Shizuki was always thinking about the dojo, and so wanted to prepare a successor as soon as possible. Mizuha, on the other hand, had focused on her adventuring and waited longer before settling down to have children. It was interesting to see how their differing personalities manifested in the ways they lived.


      “You have two great kids, don’t you? May the wind and water, earth and fire protect you always.” I smiled down at the two children in my arms, who looked back at me with quiet confusion. My “blessing” had no supernatural benefit for this pair, but it made Mizuha happy.


      Well, even before thinking of happiness, as Kaeha’s grandkids and Mizuha’s children, I already wanted to wish for their well-being. There were far too many cases of small children getting sick and never having the chance to grow up. The children of the Yosogi School often grew up strong and healthy, but that was more luck than anything else.


      After getting pregnant, Mizuha had retired from adventuring, and began teaching swordsmanship for the adventurer’s guild. It was a rather curious twist of fate.


      Speaking of which, I had heard that Clayas and Martena’s child was working as a knight in the neighboring country of Zyntes. In the end, I never actually met them. I didn’t see them here, so I doubted I ever would.


      After one more visit, this time to Rodna’s grave, Kaeha and I made our way back to the capital. Vistcourt was a nostalgic place for me, but I had given up my home there already, so there was no place for me there. As sad as that reality was, it was one I had come to accept.


      Both our friends and our homes had passed away with time, lingering only in memory. This was just another one of the inevitable consequences of time.




      After a long, leisurely walk back to the capital, we were greeted on our return with a report that relations with the Rodran School of Swordsmanship—another of Ludoria’s Four Great Schools—had begun to sour. In response to the clear alliance formed between the Yosogi School and the Royal Ludoria School, the Rodran School and Grend School had formed an alliance of their own.


      As had always been the case, the largest school was the one bearing the country’s name, the Royal Ludoria School. The Rodran and Grend Schools likely wouldn’t be able to match them, even combined. So naturally, they turned their sights on the Yosogi School instead. After all, there was some history between the Rodran School and the Yosogi School, as old as it was.


      Back then, Clayas had smoothed things over between the two schools, but he was no longer here. The Rodran School held a deep admiration for him as one of their own who had achieved the title of Holy Sword of Ludoria, and so had respected his wishes even after his retirement. But now that he was gone, it seemed they didn’t feel constrained by them anymore.


      I had to say, the situation certainly rubbed me the wrong way. Even I had days where I was in a bad mood. If they had waited a year or two after Clayas’s death, it probably wouldn’t have bothered me, but the fact they acted so quickly made it seem as if they had been waiting for him to die. It was like the Rodran School was challenging me and the misery I had carried back from Vistcourt.


      In that case, there was no need for me to hold back. I had no intentions of taking any lives, but maybe I’d turn Clayas’s old fear of me destroying the Rodran School into a reality. I might as well send the Grend School off with them.


      But, the moment that thought crossed my mind, I felt Kaeha’s hand on my back.


      “This is a problem for the head of the Yosogi School to resolve. He hasn’t asked for any help. Not from me, and not from you. Let’s leave this to him.” Both her voice and her hand were steady and resolute.


      I knew it had to be a difficult decision for her to make. When she was just a child, she had lost her father, all of the higher-level students, and even the dojo itself to the Rodran School. And yet, she was saying we should stay back and watch.


      If she wouldn’t do anything, there was no way I could. As much as I was a member of the Yosogi School, I was really only Kaeha’s personal disciple. Until Shizuki asked Kaeha for help, I’d have to hold myself back. It would have been so much easier for me to just act, but I swallowed my feelings, restrained myself, waited, and watched. Shizuki was hardly alone. He had all the other students of the Yosogi School by his side, Win included.




      However, no matter how poor relations were between the schools, it didn’t devolve into armed conflict. Such a thing was obviously illegal, and would result in harsh punishment under Ludorian law.
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