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  Chapter 1: The Mysterious Child


My life was not a good one. 

Perhaps because I thought that way, my past self threw my body off a bridge. 

There was no meaning left in living, no hope to cling to in a life that seemed futile. 

But when I awoke in this new world, there was no rest to be found—only a gloomy household no different from my previous life.

A father I never knew, a mother who was a prostitute, drunk every day, unleashing endless violence on me, the child she never wanted. 

My childhood was nothing but a stress-relief punching bag, not a child.  

Eventually, I was sold off for pennies to a military academy run by a kingdom preparing for war. 

“Who took you in when you were discarded like trash?”  

“The nation!”  

“Then for whom must you dedicate your life?!”  

“The nation!!”  

Loyalty to the nation was forced upon us, along with training as brutal as abuse.  

My peers, with no other options, accepted it and became loyal soldiers, blindly obeying orders.  

But for me, loyalty to the nation never blossomed.  

Having been abandoned twice by parents, my tattered heart saw no meaning in belonging anywhere or taking pride in it. 

But even if I died here, there was no guarantee of peace.  

So I lived because I couldn’t die, silently carrying out orders just to survive.  

And to survive, I killed people.  

Countless enemy soldiers on battlefields, no different from me except for their allegiance.  

“That man is Logan, the captain of the special forces.”  

“They say he slaughtered entire units alone.”  

“A terrifying force. Someone you’d never want to face as an enemy.”  

Over time, I felt the fear directed at me grow thicker.  

Enemies, allies… 

It was inevitable, given how I massacred people on every battlefield I stepped onto.  

I loathed myself for it, but in the end, I existed only as someone who killed reluctantly to survive.  

If even death couldn’t bring peace, how long must I continue this life? 

I repeated this despair, worn down…  

“Oh dear, you’re injured again.”  

But in that life, there was one person.  

Only one person who didn’t push me away and remained a steady presence.  

A woman with rare rose-pink hair and amber eyes.  

The white coat she wore showed she belonged to the medical corps, tending to soldiers’ wounds.  


“If you keep fighting like this, your body will break. Take off your shirt and come here. I’ll apply medicine.”  

Yes, it was purely a professional relationship.  

Yet I couldn’t help but find her attitude strange.  

Other medics recoiled at the blood soaked into my body, so why did she treat me so casually?  

“Why are you kind to me?”  

I couldn’t understand.  

This woman from the medical corps…  

“Is it strange for a medic to care for a patient?” 

“Other medics sometimes refuse to treat me. They flinch just from facing me.”  

“That’s because you always have a scary face. If you were a little kinder to those around you, they’d treat you more comfortably.”  

“Though I’m sure you have your reasons.”  

Applying medicine, wrapping bandages, stitching wounds… 

All her actions were gentle, her voice tender.  

In her, I felt an acceptance I’d never experienced in my life—a sense that she’d embrace anyone.  

“Come find me anytime.”  

As if to prove this wasn’t an illusion, she often said this after treating me:  

“When your legs tremble and feel like giving out, when your heart feels like breaking… If it’s too hard to endure alone, come find me anytime.”  

“I’ll always be waiting for you, wherever you return.”  

Yes, as she said.  

Whenever I returned, she was always waiting.  

No matter how brutal the battle, how much blood I shed or stained myself with…  

While everyone else looked at me with fear, she welcomed me with warmth and soothed my wounds.  

An incomprehensible act.  

An incomprehensible warmth…  

But I didn’t hate it.  

The fierce war ended around the time I began to feel this way.  

“The war is over. Everyone worked together to achieve victory.”  

“I see.”  

“Aren’t you happy? There’s no more fighting. We can return home to our families.”  

Happy…  

Normally, I should have been. 

But ironically, what I felt then was emptiness.  

Until now, I’d lived just following orders, but now there was no need.  

“I have no hometown to return to, no family to face.”  

Even though I’d been awarded wealth and medals for my battlefield achievements, I had no plans for what to do with them.  

I gained freedom but had no idea how to use it.  

As I agonized over this, she suddenly visited and confessed her feelings:  

“Then… what if we stay together from now on?”  

“What do you mean?”  

“Oh, come on. Now that we have time… I’m saying I want to be with you.”  

To me, it was incomprehensible.  

She knew exactly what kind of person I was.  

We’d only met out of necessity during the war—there was no reason to continue this afterward.  

“Why…?”  

“Why am I like this toward someone everyone fears? You’ve heard that so much your ears must be calloused.”  

She spoke casually, as if it were obvious. 


But her next words carried bitterness:  

“Of all the people I’ve seen, you were the most precarious.”  

“Precarious…?”  

“If I left you alone, with no one reaching out, I worried something terrible would happen… that you’d break. So I kept looking after you, and before I knew it, you were the only one on my mind.”  

Her face reddened. 

Her cautious confession felt mismatched with her usual bold self.  

She was someone who spoke her mind openly, but now she hesitated, watching my reaction. 

From this, I realized one thing:  

“What about you?”  

In a relationship I’d deemed incomprehensible, I’d unknowingly become someone important to her.  

More than that, she’d given meaning to a life I’d considered meaningless.  

“Do you… want me to stay away from you?”  

That day, she became a beam of light to me—a warmth that melted even the frigid cold of a long winter.  

In that newfound spring, we exchanged simple vows in each other’s presence.  

“Bridegroom Logan Smith and Bride Erina Findleton. Do you swear to bind your hearts forever from this moment?”  

“Yes, I swear.”  

“…I swear.”  

It was the first oath I’d ever made in my hollow second life.  

The day I kissed her, a single purpose took root in my heart: 

Since she gave meaning to my life, I’d live the rest of it for her.  

My dignity, all my achievements, even my life—I’d use them all for her.  

“Now that we’re married, I should call you something else.”  

As if to confirm her feelings matched mine, she addressed me with a brighter voice than usual:

“Take care of me from now on, dear.”  

Yes, we were happy.  

So much so that I desperately wished this happiness would last forever.  

“The test results say you’re infertile.”  

A year after our marriage.  

The news came after we visited a clinic due to not conceiving a child.  

“Infertile…?”  

“Your organs are severely damaged. You can’t have children. Did you suffer a major accident before?”  

Accident…  

I recalled a story she’d once told me.  

As a child, she’d been in a grave accident. 

A passing doctor saved her life, and that inspired her to become a medic.  

“Is… there no way?”  

“Impossible. Even with modern medicine or divine power, restoring damaged organs is like creating something from nothing.”  

Lost body parts cannot be regenerated, even by divine miracles.

As someone who’d treated countless battlefield injuries, she knew this better than anyone.  

And knowing meant resigning quickly.  

“It’s okay.”  

But hearing the news, her face paled beyond usual.  


“Dear…”  

“It’s okay.”  

I knew it was a lie, but her despair ran deeper than I’d imagined.  

Had she wanted a child that badly?  

As I struggled to comfort her, she spoke first, pouring out her guilt:  

“…I’m sorry.”  

“I wanted to make you happy… to comfort you after all your pain… I ruined everything. It’s my fault.”  

Only then did I realize:  

Her desire for a child wasn’t for herself—it was for me.  

She wept so bitterly because she couldn’t give me that happiness.  

“It’s okay.”  

Though I understood her heart, how could I say it was okay?  

All I could do was hope her guilt would lessen. 

Hope time would dull the pain.  

“Even if it’s unbearable now, time will heal it. Let’s use our savings to move somewhere quiet for recovery.”  

Hoping to forget the pain, we moved to a remote village on the kingdom’s outskirts. 

A small town just beginning to develop. 

Adventurers trickled in seeking opportunities, but it was peaceful enough for a quiet life.  

“Hoho, lately it’s just young adventurers passing through. Newlyweds settling here is rare. Rest as much as you need.”  

Thankfully, the village chief welcomed us kindly. 

With his help, we chose a stable home.  

A small cabin on a hill. 

Modest, but enough for two.  

“I’ll go look for work.”  

“…Come back safely.”  

Erina saw me off with a lifeless voice. 

Avoiding my gaze, she stared blankly at the sky outside the window.  

To lift her spirits, I decided to earn money for a gift, heading first to the adventurer’s guild.  

“You want to take a request? Are you a registered adventurer?”  

“No, this is my first time.”  

“Then you’ll start at the lowest rank, Copper. There’s a herb-gathering quest suitable for Copper adventurers. How about that?”  

A soldier turned adventurer?  

Well, better than the battlefield.  

Thinking this, I headed to the mountain behind the village, gathering herbs.  

The anomaly happened when I’d nearly finished.  

Flash!  

A streak of light tore through the sky, crashing into the forest. 

A bizarre scene I’d never witnessed. 

On guard, I rushed to investigate, fearing an enemy attack or disaster that might harm Erina.  

“It should be here…”  

At the site, I found a massive crater—too large for a beast’s doing, as if something had crashed down. 

But the object was gone.  

Rustle, Rustle.  

Hearing movement in nearby bushes, I tensed. 

A wild animal? 

A monster?  

Rustle.  

From the bushes emerged a small figure. 

I froze, staring.  

“…A girl?”  

Yes, a child.  

A disheveled girl in a ragged cloth, staring at me with bright eyes.  

She opened her mouth and babbled:  


“Hweh?”  

Meaningless chatter.  

After a pause, I crouched to her eye level and asked cautiously:  

“Where’s your mom?”  

Oops, wrong question.  




 
  Chapter 2: Becoming a Parent


“Who came with you? Are you here alone?”  

Blink, blink.

The child kept closing and opening her eyes in response to my words.  

Watching her reaction, I waited, and soon the child answered in a strong voice.

“Monnya!”

“……Monnya?”

“Monnya!!!”

The child smiled brightly and repeated it emphatically.  

After roughly translating the pronunciation, I concluded that the girl was probably saying, “I don’t know.”

She must be too young to know about her guardian… 

Thankfully, despite her awkward pronunciation, communication wasn’t entirely impossible.

“Bbau, ah!”

As I was thinking that, the child crawled on the floor and soon grabbed my leg, pulling themselves up.  

Then, looking up at me with a wide grin, there was no sense of hostility in her smile.

“Hehe~”

……What’s making her so happy that she’s laughing like this?  

But regardless, I couldn’t just leave a young child wandering alone.  

Thinking there might be someone in the village who knew her, I picked her up and headed back to the village.

The first thing I did upon returning to the village was report the situation to the guild. 

Then, I reported that a crater had formed on the back mountain, as if something had crashed there.  

After receiving confirmation that investigators would be sent to look into it, I immediately went to the village chief with the child in my arms.

“I’ve never seen this child before.”

“Chief, do you not know anything about her?”

“Unless she’s from a passing traveler, I know all the residents in my village. I haven’t seen anyone with a child this young in a while.”

Even the village chief, who knows everyone in the village, didn’t recognize her…  

That leaves two possibilities:  

Either a traveler passing near the village lost her, or someone from outside abandoned her and ran away.

“Uu, bba. Ah~”

Either way, for now, there’s no way to find her guardian.  

Feeling troubled, I asked the chief, “What will happen if we can’t find her parents?”

“If there’s no one to take her in, she’ll likely be sent to an orphanage in another town. Unfortunately, we don’t have facilities here to care for abandoned children.”

An orphanage. 

That didn’t sit well with me.  

The training camp for child soldiers where I was sold as a child was essentially no different from an orphanage.  

Sending a child who knows nothing of the world to such a place… 

If I allowed that, I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself.

“……For now, I’ll take care of her.”

In the end, my reluctant decision was to take the child with me.  

After parting with the chief, I returned home as planned.  

As always, to the place where I belong.  

There, Erina greeted me with her usual sad expression, staring out the window.

“Erina.”

“Ah, you’re back. I’m sorry, I haven’t prepared dinner yet…………”

Her weak, hurried tone suddenly cut off, and her eyes widened in shock.  

Her gaze was fixed on the child in my arms.

“Honey? Who is that child…………….”

I answered honestly, without a hint of a lie.  

“I found her.”

“Found her?”

“Yes.”

I briefly explained that I had found her on the back mountain and brought her here.  

As I summarized the situation, Erina’s face turned pale.

“Y-you didn’t kidnap her, did you?”

“Of course not…”

“Honey! No matter how much we want a child, you can’t just take someone else’s! Oh no, what do we do? Should we report this to the guards…? Or should we find her parents first and return her? We need to apologize!!”

“Calm down, Erina. I just found her abandoned and alone.”

I explained the situation in detail to the panicked Erina.  

I told her how I found the child on the back mountain and how the chief confirmed she wasn’t from the village.

“So… she’s not from this village?”

“That’s right. I couldn’t send her to an orphanage right away, so I brought her home for now. Was that presumptuous of me?”

My negative feelings about orphanages were purely personal.  

From her perspective, bringing home a child without consulting her might seem unreasonable.  

Feeling uneasy, I was relieved when Erina waved her hands frantically and said, “N-no, of course not! It’s wrong to leave such a young child alone.”

Fortunately, she seemed positive about the child.  

Feeling relieved, I set the child down on the floor, and her bright, curious eyes turned toward Erina.

“U-um, little one. H-hi? My name is Erina.”

“Einnya?”

“Oh my. Is her tongue too short to speak properly? Ahaha.”

Erina, visibly nervous, let out an awkward laugh.  

But her usual gloominess was nowhere to be seen.  

Facing the child seemed to make her forget those thoughts.

“Attachiannya!”

The child babbled something incomprehensible, and Erina froze like a statue for a moment.  

What’s wrong? 

Is something off?

“Erina?”

“Kyaaaah~!”


Before I could reach out in concern, Erina suddenly rushed toward the child, hugging her tightly and rubbing her cheeks against the child’s head.

“So cute~! Honey, where did you find such an adorable child!? Her cheeks are so soft, and her hair is sticking up like a little kitten~!”

“Bui~”

“How~! Little one, do you like it when I rub your cheeks? You do? Then I’ll do it more~! As much as you want~!”


“Nowoo~ Bubi Bui~!”

……………She just really loves children, huh?  

I’m glad she’s not wary of the child just because she’s not ours.

“Erina, can you prepare some food for the child?”

“Oh, right. If she’s been alone for a long time, she must be hungry. I’ll prepare the meal, so Logan, can you bathe her in the meantime?”

“Sure.”

The child was covered in dirt, as if she’d been rolling around outside for a long time.  

Whatever we did, bathing her first seemed like the priority.  

I prepared hot water in the bath and got ready to bathe with the child.

First, I removed the rags she was wearing and checked her body…

“……She’s a girl.”

She’s probably around three or four years old. 

Much younger than I was when I was sold to the training camp.  

Can a child this young even exist? 

And has she been wandering alone all this time?

“Unnya?”

“No, let’s get in.”

Putting aside my bitter thoughts, I entered the bath with the child.  

Once we were in the hot water, the child started shivering.

“Is the water temperature okay?”

“Now~”

I was worried it might be too hot, but thankfully, the child seemed to adapt to the hot water without issue.  

In fact, she looked extremely comfortable.

“Uhehe~”

“……You like it that much?”

“Nyauwa~ Uhe~”


Do children this age like hot baths?  

I don’t know. 

This is my first time properly interacting with a child.  

If Erina and I had a daughter, maybe…

“……Daughter.”

Yes, a daughter.  

If we had a child together, we might have had a child this age by now.

As I felt a pang of bitterness, the girl started splashing water at me.  

What is she doing?  

After watching her for a while, the girl submerged herself in the water and started swimming around me.  

Then, she surfaced and sprayed water from her mouth, hitting me in the face.  

Seeing my reaction, the girl started laughing.

“……Having fun?”

“Kyau~!”

She must be playing in her own way.  

I’m not sure how to respond. I’ve never played with a child before.

“Well, if you’re happy, that’s all that matters.”

At least she’s having fun.  

Thinking that, I finished washing up and headed to the kitchen with the girl, where Erina was waiting.

“Ah, you’re done bathing? Come here. You too, little one.”

“Sure.”

“Hmm, there’s no chair for the child. Logan, it’d be best if you held her.”

“Got it.”

Following Erina’s suggestion, I sat down with the child in my lap, and the meal she prepared greeted me as usual.  

A hearty soup, meat cut into easy-to-eat pieces, bread with sauce, and salad…  

And across from me, Erina’s eyes sparkled as she looked at me.

“……Erina?”

“Ehehe~”

What’s with that smile? 

What is she planning?  

I soon found out.

“Here, little one. Say ‘ah’~”

She scooped some soup with a spoon and gently offered it to the child.  

The child, who had been staring blankly, took a bite, and Erina giggled as she scooped more soup.

“Do you like what I made? If it’s good, I’ll give you more. Here, here. Ah~”

“Ahh~”

“That’s right, good job. You’re eating so well~”

“Ehehe~”

The girl smiled brightly, seemingly enjoying Erina’s cooking. 

Erina, delighted by the girl’s reaction, became even more enthusiastic about feeding her.  

For me, who had only seen Erina’s gloomy side lately, this was a heartwarming sight.  

Yes, I wished this moment could last for a while…

Drip, drop.

But then, tears started falling from Erina’s eyes.  

Startled, I quickly called her name.

“Erina?”

“Ah, I’m sorry. It’s just…”

She tried to wipe her tears with her hands, but they kept falling uncontrollably onto the table.  

Was she in pain? 

Or… no, those were tears of joy.  

I soon realized they came from the emotions she felt while caring for the child I brought home.

“I’ve always wanted to do this. To feed a child, to see them smile… I never thought this moment would come………….”

Yes, she had always been striving for our happiness.  

She thought having a child would bring that, but it was an unattainable dream.  

So, even this indirect experience of having a child brought her immense joy.

“But… if we find her parents, we’ll have to return her, right?”

But that happiness was fleeting.  

In her voice, I could sense a faint fear.  

It was understandable.  

Happiness, once grasped, is often lost just as quickly.  

If this child, who suddenly appeared in our difficult lives, were to leave, the void she left would be as vast as the joy she brought.

“Still, just for a little while…………”

But the sweetness of this moment was too much to let go.  

Unable to bear it, Erina desperately confessed her wish to me.

“Until that day comes, just for a little while… can we be this child’s parents?”

To become parents.  

To become parents to a child not of our blood…  

Is that something we can allow?  

Even if we can’t have children, is it too much to desire what we can’t have?

“Maa!”

The girl, who had been sitting between us, suddenly spoke up.  

Erina, who had stopped crying for a moment, looked at her, and the girl grabbed our hands and started saying something.

“Baa!”

“……?”

“Maa, baa!”

I was “Baa,” and Erina was “Maa.”  

Realizing what it might mean, I asked the girl, “Are we your mom and dad?”

“Ujjiya!!”

The girl smiled brightly and shook our hands.  

After watching her for a while, Erina and I looked at each other and burst into laughter.  

Even if it was just a child’s innocent words, it felt like they erased our anxieties.

“Yes, we’re your mom and dad.”

For now, at least.  

For now, we could be the parents we had always longed to be.


And so, about a month later.  

Early in the morning, as I was lazing in bed, Erina came to wake me up as usual.

“Logan~ Lona! Wake up. It’s already morning!”

Lona Smith.  

A name combining mine and Erina’s, as she called out to us.



 
  Chapter 3: An Unexpected Skill


The sunlight streaming through the window was overwhelming.

As it bathed the room, my body gradually relaxed.

Despite the warmth, a small child lay in bed, using my arm as a pillow, completely lost in dreamland.

“Hehe…”

Even at Erina’s call, Lona, unaware of the world, was still deeply immersed in her dreams. 

I stayed there for a while, watching her and observing how she reacted.

Though we’d only known each other for about a month, I was still quite cautious when it came to interacting with her.

Was it okay to wake her up while she was sleeping so peacefully? 

Would it have any negative impact on her if I disturbed her?

Rustle, rustle.

Lost in thought, I soon noticed Lona crawling out of my arm’s embrace and into the bed. 

I pulled back the covers, finding her snuggling against me, seeking comfort.

Maybe the sunlight was too much for her, so she sought a darker spot.

“Bu… huu….”

Unaware that I was watching, Lona continued to sleep soundly.

I gently touched her cheek with my finger, just testing the softness.

Tap, tap.

As my finger pressed in, her cheek would indent and then spring back once I pulled away. The softness and roundness of her cheek were so vivid and clear.

Is it always this soft for a child?

“Uuumm…”

Lona’s eyes slowly opened, probably from the sensation of my touch, and she cautiously gazed up at me. 

Then, she reached out with her tiny hands and started rubbing my face, specifically my scruffy chin.

“Hehe, kachi kachi…”

It seemed she was intrigued by the rough texture of my beard.

I allowed her to continue for a while, and soon, Erina entered from the kitchen, her eyes full of disapproval.

“You two, it’s already morning. How long are you going to stay in bed? Breakfast is almost ready, so hurry up and wash.”

“Lo~”

Lona gave a lazy response and slid off the bed.

I followed her to the wash basin, helping her wash her face before handing her a toothbrush with some toothpaste on it.

“Do you know how to do this?”

At first, I had to brush her teeth for her since she didn’t know how. 

But she was quick to learn, and now she had gotten the hang of it.

I believed she would manage it well today, but when Lona stared at the toothbrush in her hand, she murmured softly.

“Chika chika desu.”

“…Desu?”

“Chika chika desu!”

She repeated it, looking up at me, perhaps expecting something.

After a brief moment of contemplation, I thought maybe she was referring to the “Chika Chika dance” that Erina had shown her last time while brushing her teeth.

It seemed she wanted me to join in the dance.

“Chika chika~ Chika chika~♪”

I mimicked the movement, swaying my waist to the rhythm while brushing my teeth.

Lona’s dance became more energetic as she saw me.

Then, she took some water in her mouth and spat it out dramatically.

After finishing the brushing, Lona wiped her mouth with a towel and looked up at me, asking cautiously.

“Jashe?”

She was asking if she did well.

“Yes, well done.”

I gave her the approval she wanted, and she smiled brightly.


“Annyata-cha!”

…Her enthusiastic exclamation was still a bit confusing.

But seeing her happy was enough, and I smiled, taking her to the kitchen where Erina had set up the table.

“You two, hurry up and eat. You still have to go to work, right?”

“…Yes.”

The breakfast menu was freshly baked toast.

Between the slices of toast, there were bacon and fried eggs—Lona’s favorite breakfast.

“Om nom nom, om nom nom.”

Lona happily chewed on the toast, her little face shining with joy.

Watching her, a contented smile appeared on Erina’s face.

“Our daughter is eating so well on her own now~”

“Jashe?”

“Yes~ Our daughter is such a good girl~”

“Hehe~”

It seemed Lona really enjoyed the praise.

Lona, eating more eagerly and finishing her meal faster than usual, soon followed Erina to change her clothes.

I guess it’s time for me to get ready as well.

“What’s on the schedule for today?”

“They asked me to chop some wood for the village’s communal bathhouse.”

“Ah, I saw that there was already a large stack of firewood when I was out shopping. Looks like it’s going to be a lot of work.”

“It won’t be harder than the things we used to do in the past.”

Chopping firewood for the village was just a simple chore compared to the grueling work we did in the war. It certainly wouldn’t be as tough as that.

“Wait a moment.”

Just as I was about to step out the door, Erina called me back.

I paused and stood still as she walked over and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek.

“Take care on your way.”

“…Alright.”

“Momma, bye bye!”

Lona waved her hand at Erina from beside me.

She often followed me while I worked, sometimes curious about my tasks. 

Today, she seemed particularly excited about joining me on the quest.


“Yes~ Lona, be good and go with daddy, okay?”

“Nyaa~”

With that, we began our journey to work, with Lona happily skipping around me, as usual, with a big smile on her face.

“Wiiiii~ Wiiiiiii~~”

“Be careful, you’ll hurt yourself.”

“Wiiiii~!!!”

What was it about walking that made her so joyful?

It was a simple, carefree moment, but it was a beautiful one. 

As I was lost in thought, I happened to run into the fruit shop owner, who was heading to the market with a cart full of fruits.

“Ah, Logan! Good morning! Are you heading out with Lona to work today?”

“Attachian~!!”

Lona shouted excitedly, waving her hands energetically.

The fruit shop owner seemed just as pleased, giving me a friendly smile before handing me an apple.

“Well, such a bright child deserves a little reward. Here, share this with Lona.”

“Thank you for your kindness.”

“Don’t mention it. Now that your family has grown, make sure to keep supporting our shop, alright?”

With that, the fruit shop owner continued on his way.

I split the apple in half, giving the larger portion to Lona.

“Here.”

“Yeah, it’s an apple.”

“Sa-ga….”

Lona stared at the apple in her hand, not eating it right away. 

Curious, I watched as she muttered softly.

“Sa-ga-na sa-ga-sa.”

“…Sa-ga-sa?”

Crunch, crunch.

Finally, she took a bite of the apple, and as she chewed, her eyes sparkled as she looked up at me, grinning broadly.

“Sa-ga-sa!”

“…Yes, it’s crunchy, isn’t it?”

It was amusing how children found fascination in the simplest things.

With that thought in mind, I continued walking with Lona toward the work site.

Today’s task was to chop wood for the communal bathhouse.

The towering pile of firewood immediately felt intimidating, but compared to the trials we had faced on the battlefield, this was nothing.

So, I had no hesitation in getting to work.

Chop!

The axe struck the thick log, cutting it cleanly.

Lona, watching from the side, widened her eyes in awe as the next piece of wood was placed on the chopping block.

And again—Chop!

“Thwooong~”

Lona let out a strange sound as she watched the wood split.

As I placed another log on the block, Lona repeated the same sounds, clearly mimicking what she had seen.

“Thwoong, thwoong~”

…

Ah, I think I get it now.

I quickly placed a new log on the chopping block, carefully setting the axe into the wood.

Tap, tap. Two light strikes, followed by a clean hit right into the groove of the log.

“Thwack!”

Matching the rhythm, Lona, now thoroughly engaged, started to mimic the sounds, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

It seemed she was having a lot of fun, not just with the chopping itself, but with the entire process—her enthusiasm contagious.

“Thwoong! Thwack~ Hehe~”

Was she really that happy just by matching the rhythm?

Well, I suppose joy comes from the little things, so I continued chopping the wood. 

But soon, I saw Lona pick up a stick she had found somewhere and hold it up triumphantly.

With a piece of firewood in front of her, she aimed the end of the stick at it.

“Do you want to try it too, Lona?”

“Achhiya!”

It occurred to me that she had always been interested in copying what Erina and I did. She would often try to imitate whatever she saw us doing.

There was no shortage of firewood around, so letting her play with one might not be a problem. 

However, just in case, I decided to pause and watch, making sure she didn’t get hurt.

“Uung!”

Lona took a deep breath and stared intently at the piece of wood.

Her serious expression almost made me laugh, but suddenly, I felt a strange energy swirling around her.

It was like a faint blue mist, shimmering like heat waves, radiating from her body and flowing into the stick. 

The tip of the stick started to sharpen, becoming much more defined and precise.

I knew exactly what was happening.

Aura Blade.

It was a technique, a skill level that those who trained in swordsmanship reached—a mark of mastery.

Without any words, Lona swung the stick, now glowing with her aura, and struck the firewood that had been placed before her.


Chop!

With a single, precise strike, the wood split cleanly in half.

I didn’t take my eyes off the process for a moment.

Her stance, the control of mana, even the swing—everything was a flawless sword strike.

But how…?

“Lona, how did you do that just now?”

“Ungna?”

Lona responded to me, but the serious atmosphere was now completely gone.

She simply stared down at the stick in her hands and poked at the split firewood on the ground.

She continued poking the pieces of wood, and with a big grin, she said:

“Monya~!”

I had no idea… Was she unaware of what she had just done?

I began to doubt whether what I saw was real.


A three-year-old child using aura and sword techniques?

“Lona, what… are you?”

This wasn’t just talent.

The realization began to settle within me, and a feeling of unease started to bloom in my chest.

The knowledge that being extraordinary often brings trouble.



 
  Chapter 4: Family Outing


“Are you serious about this?” In the middle of the night.

When I returned home and explained what had happened earlier, Erina gasped as though she couldn’t believe it.

She, who rarely gets surprised, was shocked—what Lona had done was that outrageous.

“Are you joking?”

“Have I ever lied?”

“…No. You’d rather keep quiet. You’re not the type to make things up.”

She knew very well that I don’t lie.

Still, unable to believe it, her anxious gaze shifted toward the bedroom connected to the living room.

In that room is a young girl, still unaware of the world, heading toward dreamland.

And the precious being whom we temporarily accepted as our child.

Looking at the child, Erina’s face reflected feelings she had almost forgotten during the past month spent with Lona.

Feelings of anxiety and fear, negative emotions…

“Erina, calm down.”

Seeing her tremble with anxiety, I tried to soothe her.

“Lona is still with us.”


Whether it’s because of her extraordinary lineage or some unusual fate, once the child does something so out of the ordinary, it wouldn’t be surprising if something unexpected were to happen at any time.

So it’s only natural for Erina to be afraid.

What if the child suddenly leaves our side, or someone comes and forcibly takes her away from us?

“R-right? She won’t leave, right? We’ve been fine so far, and she considers us her parents… if she suddenly left…”

Erina tried to calm herself as I reassured her.

Despite that, I could tell from her uneasy feelings that she had grown very fond of Lona.

Although they didn’t share blood, she had cherished Lona like her own daughter for nearly a month.

If we sent her away without proper mental preparation, Erina might fall apart more than she was before meeting Lona.

As a self-proclaimed father, I, too, desperately wished for the child to stay with us.

“…Darling.”

Even so, feeling the unease of a possible unwanted separation in the future, Erina spoke to me softly.

“Can you make some time tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow, you mean?”

“Yes, I heard there’s a lake near the village. Let’s go on a little outing there.”

She firmly held my hand.

Even though she couldn’t calm her emotions, she grasped my hand tightly, trembling with them.

“Let’s make as many memories as we can while we’re together.”

Her heartfelt plea made me unable to let go of her hand, and I held it tightly.

The next morning.

Erina raised her hand and shouted energetically as she stood before me and Lona, who were lined up in front of the house.

“Alright, you two. Are you ready for the picnic today?!”

“Yay!”

Yesterday, I was feeling down, but now my mood was lifted again.

Well, going on a picnic with Lona is definitely something to look forward to.

Erina was holding a basket with the lunch she had prepared for the trip, and Lona was already eyeing it, drooling.

“Hehe~”

“Heh, how long has it been since she ate and she’s already drooling?”

Lona stretched her little hand toward the lunchbox, and Erina gently pulled it out.

With a disappointed look on her face, Lona was met with a gentle smile from Erina as she patted her head.

“We’ll eat the lunch later by the lake. You can wait, right? You’re such a grown-up girl.”

“Yes!!”

Lona nodded vigorously.

Then, turning her back, Lona raised her arms and shouted enthusiastically.

“Tubaa~!”

…Was that the signal to start?

Well, if it’s time to go, then I’ll go with her.

As Lona ran ahead, Erina followed her, and I trailed behind them.

On the way to the lake behind the village, I unexpectedly ran into a familiar face.

“Oh, hey. Are you going on an outing with your family?”

“…Guildmaster?”

It was the Guildmaster of the Adventurers Guild.

He was a helpful neighbor who had given me many recommendations for side jobs to earn living expenses and had consistently helped me settle in this village.

“Haha, a family picnic on a day off… How enviable~ When I was still a newlywed, I used to go on dates with my wife. Now, I’m so busy with work, I really miss those days. Haha.”

“Is that so.”

“You’ll understand one day, too. What it feels like to be ‘tied down’ by your wife… Ah, sorry, I got carried away. I was just envious.”

As always, he had a friendly attitude.

Seeing this as the kind gesture of a good neighbor, I calmly accepted it. 

But then the Guildmaster, as if changing the subject, suddenly began to speak with a serious expression.

“By the way, since I happened to run into you, there’s something I need to tell you.”

“What is it?”

“The pit you discovered last time. An investigator from the royal family came by and briefly investigated it.”

“From the royal family, you say?”

“Yeah. Well, it’s probably nothing. Nothing major has happened in this village, after all. Anyway, enjoy your outing.”

With those words, the Guildmaster casually walked away behind me.

However, his words lingered in my mind and started to make me uneasy.

For the royal family’s investigator to personally investigate it means they must be certain of something about the area.

And the place where I found Lona was right next to that pit. 

Could it be…?

“Honey, what are you doing?”

As I was lost in these unsettling thoughts, Erina called out to me from a distance.

For a moment, I had spaced out, and the two of them had already moved quite far ahead.

“Come on! Lona’s waiting!”

“Wheee~~”

Lona, jumping around and running in circles.


Just seeing her made the anxiety I had been feeling fade away in an instant.

Right, the thing that was worrying me was just Lona’s unusual talent for Aura, wasn’t it?

It would be a stretch to connect it to the light that fell from the sky or the pit in the ground.

So, the royal investigators coming here must have nothing to do with her. 

With that conclusion in mind, I hurried to catch up with them, and we soon reached the lake behind the village.

The wide surface of the water reflected the sunlight brightly.

Lona, who had been staring at the shimmering light, had her eyes sparkling with excitement.

“Mumana! Mumana!!”

“Yes, there’s so much water.”

A cool breeze blew, and the refreshing feeling of the lake was clearly felt.

While Erina was setting up a mat, I picked up a stone beside the excited Lona.

“Look over here, Lona.”

Since we had come all the way to the lake, it would be a shame not to do this.

I lightly rubbed the flat side of the stone with my fingers, then snapped my wrist and threw it.

The stone hit the water’s surface and bounced repeatedly, making a plunking sound.

After some time, as the stone finally sank below the surface, Lona, who had been watching, opened her eyes wide and started to gush with admiration.

“Jyayaya! Jjappaijannya!! Atayajja!”

Hmm.

I suppose she’s saying it’s amazing.

“Do you want to try, Lona?”

“Yes!”

Lona grabbed the stone I handed her.

Afterward, Lona threw the stone with all her might, but due to her small strength, it sank straight into the water.

“Hoo?”

Was she wondering why it didn’t work like it did for me?

As Lona tilted her head, staring at the spot where the stone sank, Erina, who had just finished setting up the mat, came over with interest and joined us.

“Are you two playing skip stones?”

“Erina, do you want to try?”

“Hehe, sure. Alright then… Hiyah!”

With a determined shout, Erina threw the stone, and it skimmed across the water’s surface, then bounced off in rapid succession, creating a “papa-papapap!” sound as it skipped more than ten times across the lake.

When I realized that the distance was several times farther than mine, I couldn’t help but murmur in admiration.

“…Amazing, I didn’t know you had such a skill.”

“Hehe, it’s not about strength; it’s about technique~ How about that? Aren’t I impressive?”

“Tsugoi!”

Lona raised her thumb to praise Erina.

Seeing Erina joyfully embrace Lona, I pulled out something I had prepared and got ready for another fun activity by the lake.

“Pappa, Muya?”

Lona, intrigued, came running toward me.

I showed her the bait on the fishing hook and answered.

“We’re going to fish.”

“Nachi?”

“…Watch your pronunciation.”

Thinking about the bad people I learned about in history class, I couldn’t help but feel a little awkward.

The fishing hook, thrown into the water, sank directly toward the lake.

After a while, Lona sat there, staring at the fishing float, which had been lifted to the surface of the water by buoyancy. 

She followed the fish-shaped float, which was drifting slowly in the water, with her eyes, watching it intently.

“Ziiiiiii—–“

…Even though this could have been boring, she observed it carefully.

Now that I think about it, Lona always liked to watch things without saying much.

Maybe it’s her exceptional curiosity, or perhaps she has a special talent for accepting things without ever getting bored.

Splash!

Just as I was thinking this, the float suddenly moved, signaling a bite.

“Kkibat!?”

Startled, Lona jumped up, and at that moment, I also pulled the fishing rod with all my might, reeling in the catch.

This one has good instincts.

It must be a big one!


	Flap, flap.



However, to my surprise, the fish that came up to the surface was no bigger than my finger.

Lona, who had been staring at the fish, said exactly what she saw.


“Jaga.”

“…Yeah.”

It wasn’t even worth eating.

Feeling that it was pointless, I let the fish go, and Lona waved at it as it swam away.

“Jaga, bappa~”

Could it be that she cherished even brief encounters?

After that, Lona turned her attention away from the water, looked at me, and raised her hand excitedly.

“Bappa annya!”

“Yes, goodbye.”

She was such a polite and cheerful child.

“Hey, you two~ come over here and have lunch!”

At Erina’s call, I made my way toward the mat with Lona, and we sat down to eat the lunch she had prepared.

Cheese sauce sandwiches with a savory scent and fried pork cutlets—just the right kind of treat for a picnic.

While I watched Lona eat happily, I noticed something moving near the forest by the lake.

A creature with white fur, red eyes, and long ears.

“Hue?”

Lona, intrigued by the sight, had her attention caught by Erina, who smiled and explained.

“Lona, that’s a rabbit.”

“Otji?”

“It looks like it came to find some salad. How about we try feeding it?”

Erina placed a piece of lettuce in Lona’s hand.

Carefully, Lona offered it to the rabbit, which immediately began nibbling the lettuce.


“Hee~!”

Lona marveled as she focused on feeding the rabbit.

As I watched them, I suddenly felt the need to say something more serious, and spoke in a weighted voice.

“Lona, don’t underestimate rabbits. They’re more dangerous than they look.”

“…Scary?”

“Yes.”

It was probably the most serious I’d ever been since meeting Lona.

I answered her curiosity with that serious tone.

“Because rabbits have grit and guns.”

How about that? 

My brilliant joke.

“Ka-i, Tsu-en?”

Oh, it seems Lona didn’t understand what “grit” and “guns” meant.

If she had understood, she would’ve burst out laughing…

“Your dry humor hasn’t changed at all.”

Erina, who had been beside me, teased me with a playful tone. 

I gave her a slightly resentful look.

“…Was it really that bad?”

I thought it was a pretty clever joke.

Despite calling it dry, a faint smile tugged at Erina’s lips.

“It’s not funny, but it’s not bad either.”

Erina continued, her smile still lingering.

“When I was at war, there was no room for humor like that.”

“…”

A quiet lakeside.

There, I silently watched Lona feeding the rabbit, and the scene gradually became etched into my mind.

She had no idea what was going on, innocently feeding the rabbit.

She seemed naive, carefree, and still a child in need of growing up.

Watching her, I began to recall the two childhoods I had experienced.

The abusive violence from my family, the societal oppression, and even the second life, where I had been sold as a child to a training camp for money.

The war that followed was like hell, and it was so exhausting that I hoped for stability and peace in life after it ended.

“……I’m happy.”

Yes, in the end, we grasped happiness.

Although there were desires left unfulfilled as we tried to connect with each other, even those were eased by the presence of Lona.

“Every moment spent with you is happiness. I have never once regretted confessing to you and deciding to be with you.”

My partner, who had found the deepest satisfaction in such a life, now quietly asked me to share her feelings in this moment.

“……Do you feel the same way?”

I answered.

“Yes.”

I, too, was incredibly happy with the life I had now, with her and our daughter.

Hearing my sincere response, Erina quietly leaned her head on my shoulder, sharing her innermost thoughts.

“I really hope this time lasts forever.”

She earnestly wished, longing for a future that had not yet been grasped…

Yes, since we could never know when the child might leave our side, we would have no choice but to live in constant anxiety.

But for now, it was okay.

I just wanted the time to last a little longer, and if the moment of parting ever came, I wished we would at least have time to prepare our hearts for it.

“……Lona?”

While I repeated such a simple wish in my mind, I suddenly realized that the presence that should have been around had disappeared.


The last memory I had was of Lona playing around with the rabbit nearby.

But when I looked around, Lona was nowhere to be seen.

Only the footprints in the area were left, stretching far off into the distant forest.

“Lona!!!”

Panic began to overwhelm my previously calm mind.



 
  Chapter 5: The Unavoidable Uninvited Guest


“Lona, Lona!!”

I called out the name while running through the forest, but no answer came back.

Had she gone far in that short time?

Or had she been too focused on chasing a rabbit?

Whatever the case, she was a child without any sense of judgment.

Leaving my eyes off such a child was a clear mistake, and as guilt welled up inside her, Erina began covering her trembling mouth with her hands.

“Lona, ah, Lona…!”

“Erina, calm down.”

“How can I calm down? Lona is missing. I don’t know what might happen to her. If something really happens to her, I… I…”

“It hasn’t been long since she disappeared. She’ll surely be fine. So first, calm down and focus on finding Lona—”

Rustle.

Just as I was trying to reassure Erina, the sound of movement came from the bushes.

Hoping it was Lona, I turned my gaze toward it.

But instead, I was met with armed men.

Clothes made of animal hide, crossbows in hand…

They wore the typical outfits of hunters who roamed the forests in search of prey.

“You two, what are you doing here?”

The urgency in their voices sounded more concerned than hostile.

As if they believed we shouldn’t be here.

“…What brings hunters to this place?”

“Haven’t you heard the news? A large number of wild beasts have swarmed this part of the forest, and an evacuation order has been issued.”

Wild beasts have swarmed in?

Seeing that we needed a more detailed explanation, the hunter quickly provided one.

“For some reason, the beasts from the nearby mountains have migrated en masse to this forest. So we, as professional hunters, are patrolling the area and hunting dangerous creatures just in case… But you two don’t know when danger might strike. You should leave here at once.”

At a time when an unexplained phenomenon had drawn a flood of beasts into the area—

There was no need to take unnecessary risks. Leaving this place early would be the wisest choice.

If only the child we had to protect hadn’t gone missing in this forest.

“Ah, no! We can’t do that! Our daughter has gone missing in this forest!”

“What!? You lost a child?”

“Damn it, of all times, in a situation like this!”

Realizing the situation, the hunters’ faces turned pale.

As they exchanged glances, one of them suddenly pointed in a direction and shouted.

“Come to think of it, I saw small footprints over there. I dismissed them as those of a small animal, but now that I think about it, they might have belonged to a child…”

“You saw them over there?”

Hearing the hunter’s words, I immediately channeled magic into my legs.

Now that I knew the location, there was no need to waste time searching.

“Hey, wait! What are you doing? Didn’t I just tell you? This area is swarming with beasts—”

Boom!

Before the hunter could even finish speaking, my body shot forward, tearing through the forest.

Everything around me blurred into streaks of motion, and the various sounds around me were swallowed by the speed.

The last time I moved this fast was probably years ago—on the battlefield.

To be able to produce such speed in this situation…

It showed just how desperate I was.

“Lona.”

Even the slightest delay, and that child—

My daughter—

Might find herself in an irreversible situation.

“Please, be safe… Please…”

Racing through the forest with that prayer in my heart, I suddenly noticed a familiar figure peeking from the side.

A small, white figure.
Partially hidden by the foliage, but unmistakable.

“Ro—!”

Lona.

I was about to call her name when my voice caught in my throat.

Because standing before her was something that should never be there.

In the deep forest, where little light reached, a massive shadow loomed.

Its fierce eyes fixed on the small figure before it.

A bear.



A monstrous beast possessing overwhelming strength and ferocity.

Kuaaargh…!

The moment the creature let out a growl and raised its front paw, I felt my heart plummet.

I instantly changed direction, rushing toward them.

There was no time to hesitate.

Even if I had no proper weapon, my daughter was there.

If I did nothing, she might be crushed to death by that bear.

“No…!”

But I instinctively knew—

No matter how much I pushed myself, no matter how hard I ran, the bear’s paw would reach Lona before my hands could.

“Please, please…!!”

Still, I ran forward, desperately hoping for a miracle.

Whether it be a god or a devil watching over this moment—

I prayed for them to protect my child.

I burned the scene before me into my eyes as my plea echoed deep within my heart.

The bear’s massive paw swung down mercilessly.

But before it could touch Lona—

A transparent barrier appeared just inches away, blocking the attack.

Crack!

A brief moment of shock followed.

Then, the bear’s paw was repelled, sending it staggering backward.

Taking advantage of the brief opening, I rushed to Lona’s side.

I didn’t know what had just happened.

But as long as she was safe, that was all that mattered for now.

Grrr…

The bear, now locked in a standoff with me, glared ferociously.

Suppressing my anger, I slowly spoke.

“…FUCK YOU.”


The regret and guilt I had felt—

I buried them beneath the surge of rage rising within me.

If it dared to harm this child any further—

I would not stand by and let it happen.

“If you lay another hand on this child, I won’t forgive you.”

Kuaaah…

Did it sense something from my words?

The bear hesitated, then slowly withdrew.


Only when its massive form disappeared from sight did I finally relax and turn to Lona.

“Paa…”

With wide, round eyes, she stared up at me.

I couldn’t bring myself to ask if she was okay.

After all, she had just survived a blow that could topple trees—

Yet there wasn’t a single scratch on her body.

It wasn’t just that she had unconsciously used aura at such a young age.

Perhaps this child possessed an even more extraordinary fate than I had imagined.

“Lona, Lonaaa!!”

As I struggled to process what had happened, a voice called from afar.

Bursting through the underbrush, Erina rushed forward and pulled Lona into a tight embrace, sobbing.

“Why, why did you leave my side and wander into the forest alone!? Do you know how worried I was? If anything had happened to you, I… I… Hic…!!”

The moment when an almost-collapsing heart was turned into relief upon finding my daughter.

Yet, as if the outburst of emotions had triggered her fragile heart, Lona, who had been dazed until now, slowly began to scrunch up her face.

And then, she finally burst into tears.

“Waaahhh!!”

A sorrowful cry echoed as she clung to her mother’s embrace.

It was the pure and unfiltered expression of frustration, just like any child her age would wail.

No matter how extraordinary her talents were, no matter how mysterious the phenomenon surrounding her—

At her core, she was still just a young girl in infancy.

“…Lona.”

Just hearing that cry was enough to erase my previous wariness.

But at the same time, the vague sense of unease within me grew even stronger.

The more time I spent with this child, the more I unraveled her secrets—

The more I felt that we were heading toward a future beyond our control.

****

After the beasts had swarmed into the forest, the lakeside we had visited also became a designated danger zone.

With no other choice, I took Lona and Erina back home.

It was only natural—

There was no way we could continue our outing after what had happened.

After that, Lona cried herself to sleep, and Erina stayed by her side for a long time.

As I watched her, I handed her a cup of coffee and said,

“Here, drink this and calm down.”

“…Thank you.”

Erina took small sips of the coffee I had given her.

Even so, her expression remained clouded.

For a moment, I debated what I should say to her.

Should I try to comfort her shaken heart?

Or should we have a proper conversation about what had just happened…?

“Lona…”

As I stood there unsure of what to do, she hesitantly shared her thoughts.

“Lona is just a child.”

That was true.

“She is still a child who knows nothing about the world. That’s why we have to protect her…”

That was also true, and I agreed with her completely.

“You think the same way, don’t you, Logan?”

“…Yeah.”

No matter what she was, no matter what abilities she had—

The sight of her sobbing in her mother’s arms was unmistakably that of a young child.

So nothing would change in how we treated her.

As long as she was by our side, we would prioritize her above all else—

Even if it meant sacrificing ourselves to protect her.

“But… I’m scared.”

Despite that resolve, Erina’s voice was filled with deep-seated anxiety.

“Every time she shows something beyond common sense, I feel like she’s drifting further away from us. I wonder if we can even handle the fate she was born with… It feels like, no matter how much we want to hold onto her, the world won’t let her stay with us.”

“…Erina.”

“If that’s really the case… then what should we do? To protect this child… what is the best thing we can do?”

Erina, sharing the same fears as I did, worrying over the child she held in her hands.

But I had no words to give her.

Because no matter what I said, it would just be an empty reassurance, a comforting lie.

I knew nothing about this child.

So how could I possibly determine her future?

There was only one thing we could do—

Simply hope that time would somehow ease our fears.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Just then, a heavy pounding on the door sent me into immediate alert.

“Whoever is inside, answer the call! We have come on urgent business!”

A commanding voice rang out even before I could gauge the situation.

As soon as Erina visibly tensed in fear, I placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder and prepared to head for the door.

“Stay inside with Lona.”

“Honey…”

“Don’t come out until I return. Do you understand?”

Silently, Erina nodded.

Only after receiving her firm response did I step forward and open the door.

Standing before me were soldiers, unmistakably clad in high-quality armor.

I immediately recognized their uniforms—

These were the soldiers directly under the Imperial family.

And the fact that they were here likely meant that someone of high rank had come in person.

“I’ve been told that a man named Logan, an adventurer, resides here. Are you him?”

A man stepped forward between the soldiers.

A fur-lined mantle draped over his shoulders, a crown atop his head.

Narrowed eyes and a subtle smile—

Even at a glance, he exuded an air of suspicion.

…No, perhaps it was arrogant of a mere commoner like me to even dare judge the intentions of someone of his stature.

“…Your Highness, the Crown Prince?”

“Hoho, I see you recognize me at first glance. That makes things easier.”

Yes, standing before me was the Crown Prince of the Empire.

A man who was in line to become the next Emperor—

Someone far beyond the reach of a retired low-ranking officer like myself.

“This is our first meeting. I am William Fernandes, the second heir to the throne of the Fernandes Empire. I have come to this village on official business.”

“If it is a matter that requires Your Highness’s presence, then it must be of great importance.”

“Indeed. One might even call it a matter of national—no, of humanity’s utmost significance.”

Humanity’s utmost significance?

What kind of situation would warrant such a claim?

Surely an issue of such magnitude wouldn’t concern a mere retired soldier like me?

“I have heard that a mysterious light fell near this village.”

The moment he spoke those words, I realized—

This visit was no coincidence.


And there was a high chance it was related to the child resting inside my home.

“I also heard from the Guild that you were the first to discover the place where the light fell.”


Then, with a sly smile, Crown Prince William made his proposal.

“So, would you be willing to assist me with my task?”

“……….”



 
  Chapter 6: The Child Destined to Be a Hero


William Fernandes, the Crown Prince.

As the first heir to the throne of the Fernandes Empire, the strongest nation on the continent, he is widely considered to be the next emperor.

For someone of his status to come to a rural village like this, and seek out a retired soldier like myself, could not help but make me suspicious.

If, by any chance, he had come for Lona, and intended to suppress us with his authority…

I would have no way to resist.

“Then let’s move to another location. Can you lead me to where the light fell?”

“…Alright.”

At least it seemed like he hadn’t noticed Lona’s existence yet.

To keep some distance between him and Lona, I accepted his suggestion and walked toward the place where the light had fallen.

We arrived at a wide pit I had discovered while gathering herbs.

It appeared to have been formed by something falling, and it still looked untouched, just as it had when I first found it.

“Hmmm, is this the place where the light fell?”

“It seems to match the coordinates.”

“Good. It’s worth coming here personally after all.”

The Crown Prince, William, entered the pit and began examining it closely.

His soldiers, following him, either searched the area or stood guard, and I had no choice but to watch from a distance.

Facing what could essentially be a natural disaster, all I could do was hope that this moment would pass without incident.

“Well, it seems I’ve kept you waiting too long. My apologies. Once I focus, I tend to lose track of time…”

After some time, the Crown Prince approached me and apologized.

His outwardly smooth demeanor seemed like a mask, making it difficult to gauge his true intentions.

Indeed, he might appear friendly, but perhaps he was still suspicious of me.

“…Did you find anything?”

If that’s the case, I might as well confront him.

I decided to open a conversation to at least understand why he was here, hoping to get some answers.

However, he casually smiled and dodged my question.

“Coincidentally, I couldn’t find anything unusual with just my eyes. I suppose that’s to be expected. It’s been more than a month since the light fell here. When you first came here, did you notice anything odd?”

Was he genuinely curious, or was he just testing me?

Regardless of his intent, I hid my reluctance to answer and turned the question back on him.

“If you don’t mind me asking before explaining further… What is it about this fallen light that would make the Crown Prince himself come here, instead of just sending an investigator?”

“Oh, right. I haven’t explained that, have I? My apologies. I should have explained what I came here for before asking you anything… It’s only natural to first figure out whether what you discovered is connected to what I’m searching for.”

The Crown Prince appeared to understand my question.

After glancing around carefully, he closed the distance between us and quietly whispered in my ear.

“This matter is classified, so I should be careful with my words… But, since you are the one who saw it up close, it’s better I tell you.”

Classified?

If it were anything less important, the Crown Prince himself wouldn’t have come all the way here.

But why tell me, someone he must regard as a potential threat?

“Do you know about the existence of the Demon King?”

His unexpected question made me frown in confusion, and I asked him in return.

“The Demon King…? Isn’t that a character from fairy tales?”

“Yes, when I was young, my nanny used to read me books about the Demon King. The embodiment of evil who brought ruin to the world, leading countless evil forces…”

“He would certainly be a catastrophe for humankind. If such a being really exists…”

The Crown Prince trailed off, checking the surroundings again.

He didn’t continue until he was sure the soldiers were keeping watch properly.

“Right. The Demon King exists. There have been reports of traces of demons, minions of the Demon King, appearing across the continent. That’s proof enough.”

“….”

“…I see your expression has hardened. It’s not easy to accept that a figure from fairy tales might be real, is it?”

How could I not be stunned?

The Demon King might be related to Lona.

“Was the war several years ago, led by the Empire, connected to this?”

“Yes. The reason my father wanted to unite the continent through war was precisely because of the Demon King and his ‘demon army.’ It’s a disaster that humanity cannot survive unless we unite as one.”

Perhaps.

Perhaps Lona’s extraordinary abilities are somehow connected to the Demon King, or even to his minions…

A wave of anxiety stirred in my heart, but then the Crown Prince spoke again, saying something quite different.

“And because of this urgency, I have come here. Following traces in a prophecy, I am searching for the ‘Hero’s Mark’ that is said to descend somewhere on this continent.”

“A hero…?”

“Yes, another figure from fairy tales. A hero who faces the Demon King and his army alone, the symbol of hope, the savior…”

“According to the prophecy, something related to that hero is supposed to descend somewhere on this continent to join the fight against the Demon King’s army.”

“And if the prophecy is correct, this is the place where it happened…”

“Did the hero descend here, then?”

“I don’t know yet. It could be the hero himself, or part of him, or perhaps his weapon or the source of his power.”

“My guess is that the holy sword used by the hero fell here, and the one who pulls it out will be chosen as the hero. But as you can see, that guess has turned out to be completely wrong.”

The Crown Prince shrugged and shook his head in mild disappointment.

Then, as if a thought occurred to him, he raised his head and turned his gaze toward me.

“Ah, there is still one possibility.”

It seemed as if the Crown Prince had just thought of something that might be related to me.

“Could it be you?”

At his question, I couldn’t help but hold my breath and think about how to respond.

Should I speak up if he already knows everything?

Or should I continue to deny it and keep hiding the child?

“Did you pull the holy sword?”

However, instead of worrying about that, the conversation turned toward something unrelated to Lona.

Relieved, I hid my emotions and answered quietly.

“…If I had pulled the holy sword, I would have reported it to the Guild first.”

“Hmmm, that’s true. If I had pulled the holy sword, I’d probably brag about it first too.”

Ha ha ha!

Laughing heartily, the Crown Prince slapped me on the shoulder.

There was no sign of distance between us, and I felt a little pressured, but before I could process that, one of his knights came forward with a report.

“Your Highness, after having the soldiers conduct a search, they reported no unusual findings around the area.”

“Just to be safe, we’ll stay in this village for a while and observe the situation. Since there have been reports of increased seawater in the area, it would be good for the soldiers to assist with seawater treatment as well.”

“I understand.”

The knight nodded and left to deliver the orders.

The Crown Prince, with a satisfied smile, followed behind and turned to me as if there was still something he wanted to say.

“Given that, I plan to stay in this village for the time being. I’m sure you understand what this means, right?”

His narrow eyes gradually narrowed even more, and the gaze within them shifted toward me.

A smile stretched across his face like a thin slice of cheese.

Along with that smile, his golden eyes were as sharp as any blade I had seen on the battlefield.

With that gaze fixed on me, the Crown Prince left his final words.


“If you discover anything, come find me. I will reward you well for it.”


He was giving me time, a chance to reveal anything if I had something to say.

It felt like a warning I couldn’t take lightly.

****

After parting with the Crown Prince, I trudged home, my steps heavy.

No, perhaps I should say he had let me go.

Although he had speculated that it was the holy sword, if he wasn’t foolish, he would have certainly suspected something.

Even if he didn’t have complete confirmation, he likely already guessed that I was hiding Lona.

Remaining in this village was merely a delay to determine whether I would be rewarded or punished.

In that time, I couldn’t help but wrestle with what to do with Lona’s safety.

If the light that descended here was related to something from the prophecy about the ‘Hero,’ then…

That would mean Lona was destined to be the Hero.

Reincarnation, bloodlines, or perhaps something else…

Whatever it may be, the extraordinary abilities Lona showed could be easily accepted if they were considered the inherent powers of a hero.

And if she were destined for such a fate, one day she would be at the forefront, battling the Demon King and his army.

Even though she is still just a child, too young to even speak properly, that day might come sooner than we think.

Or perhaps it has already arrived.

Revealing Lona’s existence to the Crown Prince would mean I was pushing her toward that destiny with my own hands.

Could I accept forcing that fate onto my child, knowing the horrors that awaited?

Was I allowed to impose such a cruel future on my daughter?

“Pappui!!”

As I returned home, deep in those conflicting thoughts, Lona ran toward me, wrapping her arms around my leg.

I could feel how happy she was to see me from the way she nuzzled her cheek against my leg.

“She’s been looking for you ever since she woke up, saying she had something to give you.”

Erina followed behind and explained, and as I glanced down at Lona, she started rummaging through her pocket.

“Nyah!”

Then, she pulled out a strange-colored stone and presented it to me.

I looked at her, puzzled about what it could mean, and she smiled brightly, responding immediately.

“Bajji Bajji.”

“…Pants?”

“Bajji Bajji!!”

“It seems like she’s calling it a shiny stone?”

The stone sparkled brightly, glowing with a brilliant hue.


It was clearly special in appearance, though I couldn’t yet grasp its true value.

“…Is this why you went into the forest?”

“Yep!”

To find that very stone, Lona had gone into the forest alone.

She had risked herself, all to bring me this gift.

“Did you hurt yourself?”

Looking up at me innocently, my heart swelled with emotion.

We may not be blood-related, and we’ve known each other for barely a month, but the fact that she did this for me was both joyful and bittersweet.

“I’m grateful for the gift, but it’s hard to say you did well.”

I wasn’t sure whether I should praise her or scold her for her reckless actions.

In the midst of that dilemma, I suddenly realized that all the internal conflict I had felt about this child faded away.

With a bitter smile, I gently embraced Lona.

“…Next time, don’t leave without telling us. If you need to go, always tell your mom and dad first.”

Yes, whether it’s the Demon King or the Hero, those things are secondary.

The most important thing is that she is my daughter, and if I call myself her father, then everything I have is dedicated to her.

I will protect her from anything that threatens her, and if needed, I will even oppose the entire world.

“…Okay.”


I felt gratitude toward the small child who clung to me, and as I carefully held her in my arms, a resolve began to take root within me.

If this child truly is destined to be a hero, then I must prepare for the day when she will face the battlefield.

If the world forces this destiny upon her, I may have to part with her, whether the day comes soon or far off.

And as her father, I must be ready for that time.


“…Come to think of it, I’ve never taught Lona anything myself.”

So, at the very least, I will lay the foundation myself.

And from that thought, the next words came from the depth of my heart.

“Lona, if you’re okay with it, would you like to learn swordsmanship from your dad?”

“…Huh?”



 
  Chapter 7: Training and Play


“Here, Lona. Take this.”

A clearing in the middle of the forest.

Having decided to conduct our training there, I prepared a sturdy tree branch, suitable as a makeshift sword, and handed it to Lona.

Though it wasn’t shaped like a wooden sword, it would serve well enough for training.

Lona accepted it and inspected it carefully with bright, inquisitive eyes before swinging it through the air a few times.

And after a short while—

“A-CHAAA!”

A loud shout erupted from her lips, accompanied by a beaming smile.

She was clearly pleased with the branch I had given her.

Relieved by her reaction, I drove a scarecrow into the center of the clearing as the next part of the training, then approached Lona again to explain the exercise.

“Lona, before we start the real training, I’d like to test your abilities first.”

“Tei-tsu?”

“Yes. Right now, I want to see what you’re capable of. Try hitting that scarecrow with all your strength.”

I pointed to the scarecrow as I gave her instructions.

Lona’s gaze immediately focused on it.

Then, as if she understood my words, she nodded seriously, her expression firm.

Taking a step back, I signaled her to begin after a brief pause.

“Alright, ready… go!”

“A-CHYAAAAAAAAAAA!!!”

With an enthusiastic battle cry, Lona charged forward, gripping the wooden stick tightly.

Her speed wasn’t remarkable at first—but only for a moment.

Shweeaaak!

Suddenly, her body accelerated.

Her movements blurred, creating afterimages, and the surrounding light seemed to warp.

A powerful energy began to surge from the wooden stick she wielded—a faint blue aura rising from it.

Aura.

A mystical energy wielded only by those who had reached the pinnacle of swordsmanship.

BOOOOM!!!


The instant her branch struck the scarecrow, a deafening explosion echoed through the clearing.

Unable to withstand the impact, the scarecrow was utterly obliterated, its fragments scattering in all directions.

The sheer power was beyond anything I had anticipated.

That a mere toddler had achieved such force—it left even me, a man hardened by countless battles, utterly stunned.

Was it because she was more serious than when she had previously cut firewood?

Or had she already grown stronger in such a short time?

“…So this is a Hero.”

Whatever the case, purely in terms of raw strength, she could overpower most enemies with ease.

As I reflected on this, I suddenly noticed something.

Lona no longer held her wooden stick.

“Huh?”

Had she just realized it too?

She stared at her now-empty hand in confusion, tilting her head.

Following her gaze, I looked up.

The wooden stick, having been flung high into the air from the impact, was now spinning rapidly, plummeting straight toward Lona’s head.

“Lona, watch out—!”

Damn, I was so distracted by the display of power that I reacted too late.

Thunk!

But the wooden stick never hit her.

Just before it could make contact, a faint, translucent barrier appeared around her head, repelling the stick and sending it bouncing away.

“Nyaa!!”

Despite this strange phenomenon, Lona seemed oblivious to it, her attention solely on the fallen stick.

As she picked it up and swung it aimlessly through the air, I replayed everything that had just transpired in my mind.

A toddler unleashing an aura-infused strike.

An automatic protective barrier strong enough to withstand the impact of a falling object.

Both were abilities far beyond what any normal child should possess.

“Her offense and defense are already perfected…?”

If that was the case, then most enemies wouldn’t even be able to scratch her, let alone overpower her.

At least I wouldn’t have to worry about her getting hurt.

As a father, that was a relief.

But that was only in terms of basic safety.

The question of whether she could properly fulfill her role as a Hero was another matter entirely.

Even overwhelming natural talent was just a raw material.

To refine it into true skill required proper training and years of discipline.

And from a former soldier’s perspective, Lona’s abilities were still unpolished.

Even just now

She failed to brace against the impact, causing her to lose grip of her weapon.

She didn’t even notice the stick falling toward her own head.

“What she lacks is technique… and awareness.”

A strong opponent doesn’t always rely on brute force alone.

Some wield advanced techniques, while others use deception and ambushes.

If I was going to train her, I would need to focus on covering those weaknesses.

Yes, I now had a clear idea of how to structure her training.

With my mind made up, I turned back to Lona, ready to proceed with the next exercise.

“Lona, for the next part of training— Lona?”

“…….”

Without a word, she had turned away from me and was now crouched on the ground, staring intently at something.

Curious, I stepped closer.

That was when I saw it.

A line of ants marching across the dirt in front of her.

“What are you doing?”


“Gan-jal.”

“…Ah, I see. You’re observing the ants.”

“Gaeng-i?”

“They’re colony insects that live underground.”

“Moo-ee, ggo-chu.”

“Careful with your pronunciation.”

As her father, I wished for my daughter to grow up speaking only kind and proper words.

Even as I had that thought, Lona remained completely absorbed in watching the ants.

“Ziiiiiiiiiii…”

Her intense gaze, as if she were about to shoot laser beams from her eyes, never wavered from the tiny creatures.

I sat beside her and asked cautiously,

“Is it fun?”

“Yeah.”

“…I see.”

If she was having fun, I didn’t want to disturb her.

Thinking she would soon lose interest, I watched over her for several hours.

Caw, caw.

As the sky darkened with the setting sun and crows began flying overhead, Lona finally turned to look at me.

“Baba.”

“What is it?”

“Belly… grumble.”

“…Alright, let’s go home.”

And with that, our first day of training came to an end.

****

The Next Day

The following morning, after staying up late planning the day’s training, I headed to the training grounds.

Lona, walking beside me, suddenly became interested in something and dashed off at full speed.

Nyaa~

“Nyannya-i!”

A stray cat?

Lona had spotted a cat perched on a wall and, captivated by it, began gently stroking its fur while humming a tune.

“Takkui namua~♬”

Nyaa~

“Nyanto, nyanto~♪”

Nyaa~

“Aini renniya~♬”

Nyaa~

“Nyanto, nyanto~♪”

Nyaa, nyaa~

…My daughter is quite the singer.

But Lona, aren’t you forgetting something important?

“Uh, Lona, what about training…?”

Nyaaaa~

“Kyaawa~ Nyannya-i!”

And with that, she took off after the fleeing cat, her speed impressive—no doubt instinctively using her Hero’s strength in the chase.

Damn, today’s training is ruined too.

***

Day Three of Training

Chirp chirp! Chirp!

“Chyaechyaegi! Chyaechyae!”

Upon arriving at the training grounds, we were suddenly greeted by a flock of sparrows.

Lona, instantly distracted, abandoned her training stick and ran off after them.

As expected, training was halted once again.

I couldn’t bring myself to forcibly pull her back.

At this point, all I could do was hope that tomorrow’s me would manage to handle her training better.

***

The Next Day

“Wheeeee~~ WHEEEEEEEE~~~”

That morning, Lona was immediately enchanted by a swarm of butterflies.

She flapped her arms and danced among them, an undeniably adorable sight.

But despite the cuteness overload, frustration swelled within me—training had completely stalled.

That frustration followed me home.

“Is training not going well?”

Had my struggles been that obvious?

Erina, placing a cup of coffee before me, asked the question with a knowing look.

I sighed, my voice carrying a hint of exhaustion.

“…Is it that obvious?”

“Of course. I’ve been with you long enough to tell.”

Well, considering how often I had to visit her even back in my soldier days, I suppose it made sense.

While it was nice to have someone who understood me so well, that understanding didn’t exactly help solve the issue of Lona’s training.

As I took a sip of coffee, frowning in thought, Erina chuckled and spoke as if it was no big deal.

“Well, Lona’s still just a child. Of course, she prefers playing over training.”

I couldn’t argue with that.

But there was one problem—Erina still didn’t know that Lona was born with the destiny of a Hero.

Since I had delayed telling Erina the truth to avoid worrying her, she naturally prioritized Lona’s daily life over concerns about her future.

“Training is important, but studying is even more so. Come here, Lona. Let’s study together with Mommy~”

“Okay!”

With that, Lona eagerly approached Erina and followed her into the living room.

Watching her with a complicated expression, I suddenly noticed something.

Lona’s attitude toward studying was completely different from how she behaved during training.

During training, she was constantly distracted and uninterested.

But now, as she studied with Erina, her eyes were filled with curiosity and excitement.

“Alright, Lona~ What’s this?”

“Doggy!”

“Oh my, our Lona is so smart~! Then, what about this one?”

“Nyannya-i!” (Kitty!)

“Correct~! And what about this one?”

“Chick-chick!” (Chicken!)

“Right again~! My Lona is so smart~”

“Hehehe~!”

They were going through a picture book, identifying animal names.

Strictly speaking, it was more of a game than actual studying.

But even so, Lona was learning while having fun and fully immersing herself in the activity with Erina.

“Now that I think about it, there’s a song about elephants. Shall we sing it together?”

“I like songs!”

“Mr. Elephant’s trunk is like a hand~♬ If you give him a snack, he’ll eat it with his trunk~”

“Elephant mister’s trunk is a hand~♪ If you give snack~ Eats with trunk~♪”


“Oh my, Lona, you’re such a good singer~! A good girl deserves a reward. Here, have a snack~”

“Snack! Eat with trunk!”

“Haha~ But Lona, you’re not an elephant, so you can’t eat with your trunk. Your nose is for breathing, not eating. You have to use your mouth, okay?”

“Okay~”

Listening carefully to Erina’s explanation, Lona happily munched on her snack.

Watching the scene, a thought suddenly flashed through my mind, and I let out a small exclamation.

“That’s it…!”

Why does Lona keep getting distracted during training?

Because there are things that interest her more.

Children naturally prefer playing over strict training.

That’s why, rather than forcing her into rigid training, Erina cleverly disguised learning as play.

If that was the case, then I should do the same.

I needed to turn training into a game—one that would help Lona develop her skills and awareness.

“The perfect method…”

Fortunately, I already had the necessary tools at home.

If I used them well, I was certain I could get Lona back on track with training.

With renewed determination, I began preparing for tomorrow’s session.

***

The Next Day – Day 5 of Training

At last, training day five arrived.

At the training ground, I presented Lona with two objects she would surely find interesting.

A toy hammer and a sturdy metal cooking pot.

“…Hoeh?”

Good. She was intrigued. She was actually paying attention instead of getting distracted.

As Lona alternated glances between the toy hammer and the pot, I began explaining the game.

“Lona, let’s play a game with Daddy.”

“Game! I like games!”

“The rules are simple. First, we play rock-paper-scissors. Ready? Rock, paper, scissors!”

“Rock~ Pa~ Pers~”

We both shouted the words, revealing our choices.

Lona had made a fist—rock.

“Now, the winner gets the toy hammer, and the loser takes the pot.”

“…Like this?”

“That’s right. Then, the one with the pot has to put it over their head.”

Following my instructions, Lona placed the pot on her head.

I lightly tapped it with the toy hammer, making a soft ‘boop’ sound.

“Just like that. The winner taps the loser’s head with the hammer, and the loser has to block it with the pot before getting hit. Then we repeat. Got it?”

“Got it!”

Lona’s eyes sparkled with excitement.

She was definitely more enthusiastic about this than regular training.

Yes. This was the perfect way to train her reflexes, quick decision-making, and ability to anticipate attacks.

Confident in my plan, I raised my hand.

Lona eagerly did the same.

“Alright, get ready… Rock, paper, scissors!”

“Rock~ Pa~ Pers~!”

The result—Lona played paper, while I played scissors.

That meant I was the attacker.

But before I could even move, Lona grabbed the pot in her hands and—

BAM!


Without warning, she swung it down with all her might, slamming it into my head.

With a resounding KWAANG!, my vision went black for a moment, my skull feeling like it had been driven straight into the ground.


As the universe spun before my eyes, I heard Lona’s triumphant voice from above.

“I win!”

No, Lona, that’s a foul.

The pot is for defense.

You can’t just split your dad’s head open with it.



 
  Chapter 8: The Mindset of a Hero


After getting struck by a pot, I found myself teetering on the edge of consciousness for a while.

Did she unconsciously imbue that attack with Aura?

It wasn’t something she did intentionally—just pure instinct.

And since there was no sense of restraint behind it, the impact was no different from getting hit by a blunt weapon.

“The idea is to hit with the toy hammer, not the pot.”

There was no way I could withstand that kind of impact multiple times, so I had to be extra cautious.

We resumed the game only after Lona nodded in understanding.

“Alright, let’s try again. Rock, paper…”

“Rock~ Pa~ Pers~!”

With the signal, we revealed our choices—paper and rock.

Since I had played rock, it meant Lona had won this round and earned the right to attack.

“Chaaiyaa!”

Without hesitation, she grabbed the toy hammer, ready to swing.

Just as I was about to raise the pot to guard myself, I saw it.

A faint glow began to emanate from the toy hammer in Lona’s hands.

And before I could even lift the pot over my head, the hammer blurred with afterimages and—BOOM!

A direct hit.

My vision dropped to the ground, and the world spun.

Before I knew it, my view had flipped upside down, swallowed by darkness.

“…Kugh.”

No, get a grip. I can’t pass out from something like this.

A battle-hardened soldier getting knocked out by a toy hammer—that would be ridiculous.

“Hooeehh~”

As I barely managed to hold onto consciousness, I heard Lona let out a fascinated sound while staring at the hammer.

It seemed she had taken quite a liking to the feeling of smacking me with it.

Meanwhile, I, for the first time, felt genuine fear for my own well-being.

Even if a toy hammer negates physical damage, getting repeatedly struck still has an accumulating effect.

Just like how airbags in a car accident lessen the impact, they don’t make it hurt-free.

The damage would build up over time—and that was no small concern.

“Rock~ Pa~ Pers~!”

This time, I had to win.

Fueled by desperation, I clenched my fist and, by some miracle, won the next round.

“Hweh?”

Lona, still not entirely used to the game’s rules, hesitated to pick up the pot.

This was my chance.

I could finally strike back.

As a father, getting revenge on my daughter might seem a little pathetic—but hey, this was just a game.

Thud!

But the moment my hammer neared Lona’s head, it was effortlessly repelled.

The faint, translucent barrier around her head nullified my attack before it even landed.

“A-chyaaannnnaaaa!”

On the very next turn, Lona won again—and without hesitation, she slammed the hammer down on my head.

BOOM!

As another dizzying impact sent my vision spinning, I couldn’t help but feel the absurdity of the situation.

Her attacks could reach me.

But mine?

Mine were being blocked by an automatic force field.

How was that even fair?

“…Let’s keep playing.”

Still, I had no choice but to continue.

After all, this was training.

Getting used to the game’s rules, learning to grip the hammer quickly, striking a target, and even just pretending to block—

All of these would serve as a foundation for Lona’s future as a Hero.

BOOM!!

If that meant sacrificing myself, then so be it.

With that resolve, I braced myself as Lona happily and repeatedly brought down the hammer.

Again.

And again.

BOOM!! BOOM!!

By the eighth consecutive hit, I finally sensed that something was off.

This was supposed to be a fair game of rock-paper-scissors.

Yet, she had won eight times in a row?

That was far too unlikely to be mere chance.

“Rock~ Pa~ Pers~!”

Focusing with all my might, I finally caught it.

Lona’s hand had initially formed scissors.

But at the exact moment we revealed our choices, her fingers shifted into paper.

She was changing her move.

The moment she saw I had played rock, she altered her hand shape in a fraction of a second.

That wasn’t just quick reflexes.

It was something closer to superhuman.

A skill so fast—operating in the realm of less than 0.1 seconds—that even a seasoned soldier like myself couldn’t react in time.

“R-Lona… Wait—”

At that point, I realized I had zero chance of winning.

Feeling utterly helpless, I tried to call for a pause.

But before I could finish my sentence—

BOOM!!

The toy hammer slammed directly into my forehead.

Even as my head reeled backward from the impact, Lona was already preparing another swing.


A sharp grin formed on her lips.

And for the first time, I truly understood.

This child…

She was terrifying.

“Heehee~”




“Uh… Lona?”

Lona, what’s going on?

Was this because I kept losing at rock-paper-scissors?

Did she realize I would keep losing and decide to just go all out?

“Ah, no, Lona, wait. Calm dow—”

“A-CHYAAA!!”

BOOM!!

Ignoring my words, Lona swung the hammer straight into my head.

And then, without hesitation, she raised it again and began striking me over and over.

“ATATATATATATATATA!!”

BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM!!

A fierce battle cry, a series of explosive sounds, and the ground shaking beneath us.

Under the relentless barrage, my body was driven deep into the dirt.

At some point, I even lost the will to resist.

I simply lay there, allowing myself to be pummeled.

The onslaught finally came to an end after what felt like an eternity.

When silence settled over the area, I let go of all remaining tension and sprawled out on the ground.

I must have looked utterly pathetic—more exhausted than I had ever been in my life.


“I WON!!!”

Lona cheered, lifting the toy hammer high in triumph.

Watching her celebrate with such joy, I swallowed my frustration and forced a bitter smile.

…Well, as long as Lona was happy, that was all that mattered.

It’s okay.

Even if my body was in shambles, as long as she was having fun…

Thud.

With that final thought, my head slumped forward.

And my consciousness faded into darkness.

***

How much time had passed?

When I finally came to, I remained sprawled out, gazing blankly up at the sky.

My body ached. My mind was a mess. I needed a moment to gather my thoughts.

…So, in the end, I lost to Lona.

Not just as a father—but as a seasoned soldier with years of experience under my belt.

And yet, despite the crushing defeat, I didn’t feel bitter.

Instead, I felt proud.

The little girl who once clung to her parents had now grown strong enough to completely wear me down.

Children really do grow up so fast.

Of course, she was still young. She wasn’t ready to be independent just yet.

There was still so much she needed to learn.

Now that I had assessed her abilities, I would start properly teaching her swordsmanship.

And just like Erina had done, I needed to turn training into a game so she could enjoy the process.

“PAPUUUI~!”

Just as I was lost in thought, Lona suddenly leaped onto me.

Realizing I had been spacing out, I quickly sat up and hugged her.

“Lona, are you okay?”

“Heehee~”

Lona simply laughed, completely carefree.

There weren’t any visible injuries, but I noticed dirt and dust clinging to her clothes.

Had she fallen at some point?

“Nya!”

As I looked her over, Lona suddenly held something out toward me.

A small flower, delicately held in her tiny hands.

“…A flower?”

“Yep! For Papa!”

No, wait—watch your pronunciation, kid.

Say that in front of the wrong person, and your dad’s getting arrested.

“Did you pick this for me?”

“Yep! Do you like it?”

Lona gazed up at me with bright, expectant eyes.

I felt a warmth spread through my chest as I gently patted her head.

This child—this precious little girl—thought of me as her father.

That realization filled me with a joy as deep as the moment I had bonded with Erina.

“Lona.”

How could I not love her?

Even if training her meant taking a beating—
Even if raising her meant enduring hardships—

She was my daughter.

“Do you love Mommy and Daddy?”

“Yep! Love!”

“Love us the most in the whole world?”

“The MOST!!”

Hearing her honest, heartfelt answer, I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sadness.

The happier I felt in these moments, the more painful our eventual farewell would be.

“A papa loves Lona very much, too. So please…”

Even if the day comes when you must leave—

Please don’t forget me.

No matter how much hardship awaited this child in the future, I wanted her to have nothing but happy memories of the time she spent with Erina and me as her parents.

Memories so precious that she would never want to forget them.

“Papa?”

“…No, it’s nothing.”

With that quiet wish in my heart, I stood up and took Lona’s hand, ready to head home.

Even though today’s training hadn’t gone as planned, I was certain it still had meaning.

And moving forward, I would continue taking small steps—so that she could steadily build the foundation for her growth.

“Tomorrow, let’s play an even more fun game.”

“Yeah!”

With Lona looking forward to the next day, we walked together, heading toward the one person waiting for us.

Erina—the one who could love Lona just as much as I did.

Clatter.

But when we arrived home, the scene that greeted me was utter devastation.

The room was in shambles, furniture overturned, the window shattered.

A house that was always kept neat—meticulously maintained by Erina—now lay in complete disarray.

And more than anything, Erina was nowhere to be seen.

I didn’t need further clues to realize something had happened.

“Erina! Erina!”

I called out, but no answer came.

Of course.

The footprints on the floor didn’t belong to her.

Stranger’s tracks littered the area, leading straight from the entrance—toward the back of the house.

“Mom…? Why…?”

Amidst the unsettling atmosphere, Lona’s face began to twist in fear.

She didn’t fully understand what was happening, but she could sense it—her mother had been taken away.

And instinctively, she was afraid.

“It’s okay.”


I gently reassured her.

My heart burned with the urge to rush out immediately, but—

Just as much as I cared about Erina, I couldn’t neglect Lona’s safety.

“It’s okay. Papa is here.”

So don’t be afraid. Just breathe.

Feeling the sincerity in my voice, Lona’s tears stopped before they could fall.

Then, without hesitation, she climbed onto my back, clutching my shoulders tightly.

She stretched her arm forward—pointing in the direction of the shattered window.

And then, with all her strength, she cried out—

“TUBA~!”

“…Departure?”

“TUBAAAAAA!!!”

She wasn’t just asking me to take her somewhere.

She was telling me—we had to go.

She wanted to go after them.

A child—still so young—willing to step into unknown danger for the one she loved.

Any sane father would have stopped her.

But I couldn’t.

Because the grip of her small hands on my shoulders was firm, filled with the same determination that burned inside me.

She wasn’t just afraid.

She wanted to fight for her mother.

“Alright, let’s go together.”


So this was the heart of a Hero.

With that realization, I retrieved my hunting knife from where it was stored.

And without another moment of hesitation, I set off—toward the ones who had taken Erina.

As my fingers tightened around the cold steel, I felt it.

The instincts of the battlefield—long buried—awakening once more.



 
  Chapter 9: The One You Shouldn’t Have Messed With


Behind Kalf Village, nestled within the mountains, a hidden cave lay concealed in the mid-slopes.

Inside, Erina silently took in the scene before her.

No—more accurately, she couldn’t speak or move.

After being ambushed at home by men in black garb, she had been bound, gagged, and forcibly brought here.

“No signs of pursuit?”

“None. We didn’t have time to cover our tracks, but even if word spreads, they won’t pinpoint this location right away.”

“Of course not. The only ones who ever come near here are a handful of rookie adventurers looking for something to do.”

Despite carrying out an abduction in broad daylight, the black-clad men showed no signs of concern.

The man who seemed to be their leader gave orders to his subordinates in a calm, indifferent tone.

“We can’t afford to waste too much time. As long as he is there, we have to act quickly. I’ll conduct the interrogation. The rest of you, stand guard. Soon, the ones left in the village will bring in our negotiation target.”

“Understood.”

The subordinates saluted before promptly leaving.

Once they were gone, the leader turned his attention back to Erina, reaching out toward her gagged mouth.

With a rough tug, the cloth binding her lips was pulled away.

Erina instinctively wanted to scream, but she forced herself to swallow the impulse, opting instead to glare at the man with wary eyes.


“Who… who are you? What do you want?”

“You are not entitled to an answer.”

His tone was blunt and dismissive.

There was not the slightest trace of warmth in his words.

“We brought you here because there is information we require. And you still hold value to us. If you wish to leave unharmed, I suggest you cooperate. Do you understand?”

A veiled threat.

His words made it clear—if she did anything foolish, she wouldn’t be leaving in one piece.

Erina took a slow, measured breath, suppressing the fear rising in her chest.

Then, she voiced the suspicion that had been lingering in her mind.

“You’re with the Imperial Army, aren’t you?”

A flinch.

A slight twitch of the man’s body—barely perceptible, but enough for Erina to confirm she was right.

She pressed on.

“Your discipline, your strict adherence to orders—it’s all in line with Imperial protocol. And judging by how efficiently you carried out the abduction, I’d say you’re not just ordinary soldiers. You belong to a specialized elite unit, don’t you?”

The man narrowed his eyes.

“…How do you know that?”

“Because I was once part of the Imperial Army, too. Erina Findleton, former head of the 12th Medical Corps. I may have retired, but during the war, I was stationed on the front lines, saving lives.”

And among those she had treated were plenty of operatives from small elite squads.

Recognizing their behavioral patterns wasn’t difficult.

Of course, being recognized was not something these men would appreciate.

Tension filled the air as the leader’s gaze darkened.

“Who sent you to this village?”

“No one. I simply settled here after retiring with my husband.”

“Then you have no special mission here?”

“No. But why are you doing this? What’s your goal?”

“As I said before, I’m not obligated to answ—”

“If you want answers from me, then you should at least offer some in return, don’t you think?”

The man fell silent.

For a brief moment, he simply stared at Erina.

Then, with a low sigh, he muttered—

“I always thought the medical corps were just a bunch of soft-hearted idealists. But you’re surprisingly tough.”

So her claim of working on the front lines hadn’t been an exaggeration.

Deciding to at least acknowledge her strength, he crouched slightly, leveling his gaze with hers.

“Fine. I’ll tell you why we brought you here.”

A pause.

A weighty silence filled the space as if he was carefully deciding how much to reveal.

Then—

“Do you know about the Hero?”

The question caught Erina off guard.

“…The Hero? You mean the ones from fairy tales?”

“No. Not a myth. The Hero is a real figure from history. And in this era, a new Hero has been born—a direct descendant of that legend.”

A descendant of the Hero?

Hearing those words, Erina recalled something.

The story her husband had told her.

A pillar of light had fallen from the sky.

And near that very spot, he had found their daughter.

“The light fell near this village. Naturally, those who serve humanity have been desperately searching for its remnants. But when we arrived at the scene, there was nothing left. So, we began investigating the village.”

His voice grew sharper.

“We questioned the locals. Traced the ones who had discovered the crater. And eventually, we learned something interesting.”

A lump formed in Erina’s throat.

She swallowed, tense.

“The village chief told us—about the man who, roughly one month ago, found a child and took her in as his own.”

Erina’s breath hitched.

They were after Lona.

They had figured it out.

Her mind raced, but she forced herself to keep her expression neutral.

Feigning ignorance, she asked—

“And? What does that have to do with anything?”

“Are you seriously pretending not to know? If that child has been by your side, you must have noticed she’s not ordinary.”

“That child has nothing to do with—”

“If you don’t understand, then I’ll spell it out for you. The child your husband took in is none other than the reincarnation of the Hero—the only one prophesied to stand against the Demon King who will one day threaten humanity.”

The reincarnation of the Hero.

The man before her had just called her daughter by that name.

For the past month, she had loved and cherished Lona as if she were her own flesh and blood.


And now, this man had reduced her to nothing more than an extraordinary figure destined for fame and scrutiny.

“…So what?”

Maybe she couldn’t fully grasp the weight of those words.

But Erina did understand one thing—

If even she struggled to comprehend the gravity of this truth, then there was no way a child—one who was barely even able to speak—should be expected to bear it alone.

“If she’s really the Hero… If she was born with that fate… then what does your master intend to do with her?”

Would they see her for what she was?

A child—just a child—who needed love and care?

Or would they see only the Hero—a tool for their ambitions?

“She will be guided toward her destiny. If she needs strength, she will be trained. If people seek salvation, she will be made to provide it. And above all, she will be instilled with the duty to endure whatever dangers come her way.”

“She’s still a child! A baby who can barely speak! And you want to throw her into dangers even adults can’t handle?!”

Schrinnk.

In response to her desperate plea, the leader simply drew his blade.

The cold edge rested against her throat, silencing her.

Yet his voice remained as indifferent as ever.

“Do not judge her by human standards. You, of all people, should know just how special she is.”

Yes, she was different.

She had manifested Aura at an age where even the most skilled knights had yet to grasp it.

She had a protective barrier so strong that even a bear’s strike wouldn’t harm her.

Her husband—a former soldier—had seen those signs and instinctively chosen to train her.

And Erina had known.

Somewhere deep inside, she had always been aware.

That one day, Lona would leave.

Even if she wasn’t ready, the time would inevitably come.

All she had ever hoped for was that, when the time came, she would at least have the strength to accept it.

“So be smart and cooperate. Hand over the child, act as if nothing happened, and—”

No.

This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen.

This wasn’t how she was supposed to say goodbye.

WHACK!!

Before she even realized it, her forehead had slammed into his nose.

With a pained grunt, he staggered back, clutching his face.

“You damn—!”

“Did you really think I’d ever agree to that?!”

Erina shouted.

Even as a thin line of blood trailed from her throat where the blade had nicked her skin.

Even knowing that, with one wrong move, she could have lost her life right then and there.

She had to scream.

Because they only saw Lona’s potential—but she saw her daughter.

“She’s my daughter! I vowed to raise her until she grew up! I made that promise, and yet you expect me to just watch as she’s dragged into danger?!”

“You refuse to see the bigger picture. Even now, forces that worship evil are conspiring against humanity. In such times, do you truly believe we can afford to treat the savior of mankind like an ordinary child?”

“Is humanity really so weak that we have to rely on a three-year-old to save us?! If that’s the case, then this world was doomed from the start!”

“You—!”

“And another thing—do you even care about humanity?”

Erina cut him off, her voice laced with cold fury.

This wasn’t just an emotional outburst.

She wasn’t blindly resisting out of personal attachment.

If Lona truly was the reincarnation of the Hero, then any decision made about her future should be based on reason, not emotion.

“Right now, the First Imperial Prince, William Fernandes, is residing in this village. If you were truly acting for the sake of humanity, you would have approached him first and formally requested our cooperation.”

Yes.

If this was truly about the greater good, then the logical step would have been to speak with the Empire’s legitimate heir.

Yet instead of diplomacy, they had chosen kidnapping.

“The fact that you’re doing this in secret means you’re following a different master—not the Prince. You’re not serving some grand cause; you’re playing politics. You want to secure the Hero first, to use her as leverage. Am I wrong?!”

Her words struck deep.

Because they weren’t just baseless accusations.

It was the only explanation that made sense.

If their mission was truly sanctioned by the highest Imperial authority, then why act in the shadows?

Why take such a dishonorable approach?

“So, tell me—was I wrong?”

The leader clenched his jaw.

And after a tense pause, he spat out his answer—

“…So what if you’re right? Justice is forged through power.”

For the first time, anger seeped into his voice.

His grip on his blade tightened, his frustration evident.

“William Fernandes is not fit to lead humanity. The one I serve—the one truly worthy of ruling—is someone else entirely! That fool of a prince is nothing but a puppet, given power solely by birthright!”

A leader must be strong. 

A leader must have vision.

And to secure that vision, the Hero needed to be under his master’s command.

It was the only way to ensure true order and prosperity.

To him, this wasn’t ambition.

It was faith.

“This is the only path for humanity.”

He firmly believed that.

And for that reason, he had no intention of backing down.

“So just give up on that child already. She’s not even your real daughter. You were bound to part ways eventually—so stop acting like she’s yours!”

The words, dripping with contempt, struck Erina like a dagger to the heart.

A deep ache welled up within her, a surge of emotion she could no longer suppress.

With trembling breath, she let the words flow from the depths of her soul.

“Even if I’m not her real mother, she still calls me ‘Mom.’”

That alone was enough to make her a mother.

That alone was enough to let her dream of being a family.

Even if they had spent only a short time together so far, she believed—truly believed—that they would have a future together.

That they would have the chance to build a life as mother and daughter.

That this child—who had come into her life like a miracle—would not be taken from her so easily.

“So, if that’s your choice.”

The leader, realizing she would not be easily swayed, tightened his grip on the sword in his hand.

He raised it, the sharpened edge poised above her shoulder.

“Then we’ll start by cutting off an arm. As long as you’re still breathing, you’ll still have value as a hostage.”

Everything was for humanity.

That belief filled his mind as he prepared to strike.

But before he could, a frantic voice echoed from outside the cave.

“C-Captain! We have an intruder!”

An intruder?

They had covered their tracks well—how could someone have pursued them here so quickly?

Annoyed, the leader hesitated, momentarily lowering his blade as he turned toward the soldier who had burst in.

“A pursuer? The only ones in that village are amateur adventurers at best. How many of them are there?”

At worst, a ragtag bunch who had only ever hunted weak monsters in the surrounding woods.

No matter how many of them came, there was no way they could stand against Imperial elites.

The leader was certain of it.

But the next words out of the soldier’s mouth shattered that confidence.

“It’s just one person.”

“…What?”

“O-One man… He took down our entire advance squad on his own! And now he’s cutting his way here—”

CRASH!!

The conversation was cut short as a body was hurled through the entrance of the cave.

A soldier, battered and unconscious, landed in a heap at the leader’s feet.

The very man who had been standing guard at the entrance.

The leader’s breath hitched.

Then, his gaze lifted toward the figure standing just beyond the fallen body.

A man stepped into the cave.

His messy black hair hung unkempt, his sharp eyes cold and unyielding.

His physique was honed—his body shaped by years of training and battle.

And yet, he wore no armor.

He carried no polished weapon—only a simple hunting machete, its blade dulled from use.

That was all he had.

And yet—

The leader felt a chill run down his spine.

“You.”

There was something in his gaze.

Something different.

A presence that spoke of countless battlefields.

A weight that could only belong to one who had crossed the line between life and death over and over again.

A warrior.

One who had survived where others had fallen.

One who had long since discarded fear.

“You’ve made a mistake.”

The man’s voice was low.

Steady.

Lethal.

“You laid hands on someone you never should have touched.”

A shiver ran through the air.

The leader and his soldiers instinctively stiffened, a primal part of them recoiling from the quiet certainty in his words.

Then, gripping his blade, the man took a slow step forward.

And his verdict fell.

“Now, you’ll answer for it. One lesson at a time.”

And then—


He moved.

The force behind him was overwhelming—even Imperial elites could feel the sheer pressure exuding from his form.

And on his back—


A small girl clung tightly to him.

Her white hair swayed as she raised her tiny fist.

And with all the righteous fury in her little body—


“A-CHYAAAAAAAA!!!”

The little Hero roared.



 
  Chapter 10: The Evil Practices of the Old Era


“W-What…?”

Hopkins, the leader of the group that had kidnapped Erina, struggled to comprehend the situation before him.

Not only had an entire squad of elite soldiers been wiped out by a single man, but that very same man now stood before him, exuding an overwhelming presence that even Hopkins himself found stifling.

“UJJIIYAAAAAA!!!”

And the most absurd part?

The man had a toddler on his back—one who could barely walk on her own.

Her tiny voice let out an adorable war cry, one that was entirely out of place in the tense atmosphere.

For a moment, Hopkins could only stare in dumbfounded silence.

“Dear!”

It wasn’t until Erina called out that his mind snapped back into focus.

Through that single word, Hopkins realized the truth.

The man standing before him was Erina’s husband.

And the child on his back—

‘So that’s her. The reincarnation of the Hero…!’

The target had walked right into his hands.

A slow grin spread across Hopkins’ lips.

Meanwhile, Erina, still unaware of Hopkins’ thoughts, directed her words toward her husband.

“Dear, how did you even find this place?”

“Even when you try to hide your tracks, you always leave something behind. And if someone knows what to look for—”

“Did you report this to anyone before coming here? You did report this, right? You didn’t just come here alone without telling anyone?”

The barrage of questions made Hopkins flinch slightly.

And from that reaction alone, Erina already had her answer.

She narrowed her eyes.

“You did come here alone.”

“Well, I—”

“Did you forget?”

“I just thought—”

“Or did you actually think you could handle this all by yourself? Without even knowing how many enemies there were or how dangerous they could be?”

“You were in danger. I had to hurry—”

“So if I’m in danger, that means you can just throw yourself into danger too?! Oh, for the love of—!! You always do this! Always carrying everything on your own, never asking for help! That’s why you always come back covered in wounds!”

“……”

Despite being a warrior who had single-handedly taken down an elite squad, he fell completely silent under his wife’s scolding.

The sheer contrast was almost surreal.

Hopkins, however, paid no attention to their exchange.

The only thing that mattered was that the child—the Hero—was right in front of him.

This meant negotiations were now possible.

“…You.”

Before initiating those negotiations, Hopkins asked a quiet question.

“What happened to my men outside?”

“I didn’t kill them.”

“…You’re telling me you subdued them? Without taking a single life?”

Even among the Imperial Army’s elite, his men were the best of the best.

“If I don’t need to kill, I won’t. This isn’t a battlefield.”

The man’s voice was calm, yet cold.

His fingers tightened around the handle of his machete as he locked eyes with Hopkins.

“But that only applies if you don’t cross the line. I assume you understand what I’m saying?”

His meaning was clear.

End this now. Walk away.

If not, I won’t hold back.

Hopkins gritted his teeth.

Then, he let out a dry chuckle and casually waved his hand.

“You seem confident, but I think you’ve miscalculated. We’re not just a bunch of adventurers. We are trained warriors.”

—Shfft, shfft.

One by one, black-cloaked soldiers emerged from the shadows of the cave.

A total of ten.

Hopkins watched as the man assessed their numbers.

There was no way he could take on this many alone.

“You only made it this far by ambushing and taking down my men one by one. But against this many at once? That’s a different story.”

Which meant the only choice left for him—was to surrender.

As if to confirm this, the man spoke.

“What do you want?”

Hopkins smirked.

“Hand over the child.”

Crack.

A sharp grinding sound came from the man’s clenched jaw.

His grip on his weapon tightened.

He didn’t even need to think before answering.

“I refuse.”

“Then we have no choice but to use force.”

At Hopkins’ signal, the soldiers braced themselves for battle.

Then, with a cold voice, Hopkins gave the final order.

“Kill him if you have to. But make sure the child is unharmed.”

Because she was the only one who mattered.

If sacrifices had to be made to secure her, so be it.

Her so-called “parents” were nothing more than obstacles.

As soon as those words left his lips, the man gently lifted Lona off his back and set her on the ground.

Then, he knelt down and whispered softly.

“Lona, do you remember what I told you?”

“Mmh!”


The little girl nodded eagerly.

A small, expectant smile played on her lips.

“Good. Then, I’ll leave it to you.”

Whatever conversation the man and the child had exchanged, Hopkins didn’t care.

What mattered was that, the moment he lowered his raised hand, his soldiers charged forward, blades drawn.

Wuuuuung.

Their swords hummed as a blue aura wrapped around them.

Aura Blades.

The manifestation of their mastery—proof that every soldier here had reached the peak of swordsmanship.

To defeat warriors of this caliber single-handedly was an impossible feat.

Hopkins had no doubt about that.

But then—

The man casually swung his machete.

A movement so light, it almost looked lazy.

But swift. Precise.

Schk!

The soldier at the front, confident in his strike, suddenly froze.

A hollow sensation tingled at his fingertips.

His eyes widened.

His sword—

His Aura Blade—

It was gone.

How?

He didn’t even have time to understand before—

THUD!

A boot slammed into his gut.

Pain exploded through his body as his breath was forcibly driven from his lungs.

His vision blurred as he was sent flying backward, crashing into the cave wall.

“G-Ghhk…!”

His comrades stiffened at the sight.

For a brief moment, hesitation flickered in their eyes.

But only for a moment.

They quickly shook it off, gritting their teeth.

So what if one of them fell?

They had numbers.

If one was taken down, then two more would strike.

They would overwhelm him with sheer force.

That was all they needed to do.

Schk! Schk!

But—

They couldn’t touch him.

Their Aura Blades, weapons honed to an edge sharper than any steel, were being cut down.

By a single hunting machete.

“Wh-What!?”

The soldiers—Imperial elites—stared in disbelief.

Aura Blades were the pinnacle of swordsmanship.

Forged from compressed mana, they were capable of cutting through steel and stone alike.

They were a symbol of their superiority.

A force that commoners could never match.

And yet—

Schk! Schk!

Their weapons fell apart, severed by the very man they had mocked.

It took only seconds for them to realize—

They had lost their advantage.

And they were not prepared for what came next.

BOOM! CRASH!

A fist met a soldier’s ribs, and his armor crumpled like paper.

The mana shielding his body shattered instantly.

Another received a brutal kick to the chest, his body folding before he was launched across the cave.

Every strike detonated on impact.

It wasn’t just force.

It was overwhelming.

It was merciless.


“W-What the hell is he!?”

“M-Monster…! How is a man like this living in some backwater village?!”

Panic set in.

The very same warriors who once took pride in their skills—

Who once believed themselves to be untouchable—

Were now trembling.

Hopkins could only watch in stunned silence as his men, one after another, were crushed.

Ten elite soldiers.

All reduced to whimpering, broken bodies littering the ground.

This—

This shouldn’t have been possible.

Even within the Empire’s strongest forces, only the Golden Order of Knights—those directly serving the royal family—should have been capable of this level of power.

“Y-You… What are you…?”

No.

That was impossible.

There was no way someone of that caliber was hiding in some insignificant village.

The man simply looked down at him.

“A soldier.”

His voice was calm.

Deadly.

“One who fought on the front lines, years ago.”

Hopkins let out a sharp breath.

Then, he scoffed.

“What a joke… Are you telling me a mere conscript did this?“

“I have no interest in the words of those who cling to the past.”

A sharp, bitter truth lay within that statement.

And Hopkins felt it.

Even before fully processing the insult, his blood boiled.

“You…!”

But before his fury could take shape, the man’s next words cut through him.

“I already figured out who you are on my way here.”

His voice was steady.

Certain.

And filled with undisguised contempt.

“You’re former Military Police.”

Hopkins’ breath caught.

The way the man said it—

As if it was filth.

As if it was something unworthy of existing.

“The Military Police were originally created as the Empire’s enforcement arm. But the only reason they were ever needed was because of the Empire’s dictatorship.”

The man continued.

His words weren’t spoken out of anger.

They were spoken with absolute certainty.

“Ever since the Emperor acknowledged the people’s rights and freedoms, your organization has been reduced to nothing but a shell of its former self. A tool, used only by corrupt officials to suppress their own territories.”

And that was the truth.

The Military Police no longer held power in the Empire as a whole.

Only in small pockets, where old, corrupt nobles still clung to control.

“You’re not soldiers. You’re not warriors. You’re just petty enforcers, clinging to a dying system.”

Hopkins’ vision turned red.

The words stung more than any wound.

Because they were true.

His position—his entire existence—had been reduced to nothing but a glorified thug.

A lapdog for men who wielded power, but lacked honor.

“And now you expect me to respect you?”

The sheer disdain in the man’s voice was unbearable.

“You bastard…!”

Hopkins roared.

He didn’t care anymore.

He didn’t care that his men had fallen.

He didn’t care that the man before him had already proven that he was far, far stronger.

None of it mattered.

The only thing he could think about—

Was making that bastard shut up.

“What do you know?! The Military Police still exist for a reason! It’s all for the Empire… for restoring our nation’s former glory!”

Hopkins’ voice shook with rage, spitting out his beliefs as though they were the ultimate truth.


“And yet, you expect me to sit idly by while those weaklings hand the Empire over to a pathetic Crown Prince who preaches about peace, even though we were the victors of war?! Ridiculous! The one who should lead this Empire is him! That’s why I need the Hero’s reincarnation—why can’t you understand that?!”

Hopkins, captain of the Imperial Military Police’s special forces.

A man who longed for the glory days of the Empire.

A man who willingly became a tool for a power-hungry noble who sought to restore the old ways.

To him, the Hero’s reincarnation was nothing more than a weapon—a tool that needed to be placed in the right hands.

And the people standing in his way?

They were fools.

Weaklings playing a foolish game of family.

He couldn’t stand them.

And so, he charged forward, his sword raised.

The man before him, however, remained calm.

His grip on his machete tightened.

And as Hopkins’ blade came down—

He simply stepped aside.

SWOOSH!


Hopkins’ sword cut through empty air.

His momentum carried him forward, leaving a perfect opening.

An opening the man did not hesitate to take advantage of.

BOOM!


A fist slammed into Hopkins’ face.

A single, clean strike.

His body flew backward, skidding across the ground.

His vision blurred.

Pain exploded through his skull.

He clutched his nose, feeling the warm trickle of blood.

‘No… This can’t be happening…!’

He was fighting for the greater good.

For the Empire.

For the rightful ruler.

And yet, here he was, being crushed in some worthless cave.

“Am I supposed to understand you?”

The man’s voice snapped Hopkins back to reality.

The disgust in his tone was unmistakable.

“You came here. You shattered my family’s peace. You tried to take my daughter. And now you expect me to care about your pathetic ideals?”

Hopkins’ body tensed.

The man took another step forward.

He wasn’t done.

And Hopkins knew—this wasn’t going to end with just a broken nose.

Desperate, he glanced around—

And then his eyes landed on her.

Erina.

Still bound. Still watching.

His ticket to survival.

With a sudden burst of movement, Hopkins lunged—

Grabbing her, he pressed his blade to her throat.

“S-Stay back!”

The man froze.

For the first time since the fight began, his footsteps halted.

‘That’s right… This woman is his weakness.’

As long as he had her, he had leverage.

As long as he had her, he was still in control.

“You talk big, but at the end of the day, you’re no different from anyone else!”

Hopkins sneered.

“You care about her. And that’s why you can’t do a damn thing right now.”

“…For someone who claims to fight for a great cause, you sure resort to some pathetic tactics.”

Erina’s voice was steady, despite the blade at her throat.

“Shut up! You have no idea what it takes to achieve something greater!”

Hopkins’ hands trembled slightly.

Whether from rage or desperation—he wasn’t sure anymore.

He could feel it.

Everything was slipping away.

His power. 

His mission. 

His purpose.

And yet, he still clung to the only thing he had left.

“A true cause requires sacrifice! Dirtying your hands, compromising your beliefs—that’s what it means to fight for something greater! That’s why I won’t stop! For the Empire! For humanity! To rid the world of all that threatens us!”

Despite everything, he still saw himself as the hero.

Still convinced himself that he was doing what was right.

And yet—

The man before him wasn’t even listening.

He simply stood there.

Watching.

Waiting.

And then, slowly, his eyes drifted—

Not toward Hopkins.

Not toward Erina.

But toward something behind them.

“You’re forgetting something.”

The words sent a chill down Hopkins’ spine.

“Hah! Now you’re just talking nonsense—”

WUUUUUUNG.

A vibration.

A familiar hum.

The sound of mana being gathered.

Hopkins frowned.

But—

The man in front of him wasn’t moving.

No—

The sound wasn’t coming from him.

It was coming from—

Behind.

His breath caught.

Slowly, his gaze drifted downward.

There—standing just a few feet away—

Was a small girl.

Snow-white hair.

Tiny hands clenched into fists.

And a body surging with power.

Hopkins’ mind screamed at him.

But his body—

Did not move.

BOOM!

The ground beneath her feet cracked as she launched herself forward.

She was fast.

Too fast.

For the first time since the battle began—

Hopkins felt fear.

“AAACHYAAAAAAAAA!!!”


The battle cry of a tiny warrior.

The last thing he saw was a flash of golden eyes.

And then—

CRACK!!!

Pain.

Blinding, earth-shattering pain.

Right between his legs.

His body convulsed.

His voice caught in his throat.

No words.

No sound.

Just—

Agony.

Pure.

Unfiltered.

Agony.

And then—

Darkness.

Hopkins collapsed.

His body twitched once.

Then—nothing.

Silence.


And in that silence—

A small voice rose.

Triumphant.

“Lona did it!!”

A small Hero’s first victory.



 
  Chapter 11: Still Just a Child


After defeating the intruders who had attacked our home, I immediately rushed to untie Erina’s restraints.

Fortunately, she didn’t seem to have suffered any injuries.

All that was left was to return home, call for the authorities, and have these men taken away.

Yes, everything was wrapping up smoothly.

Or at least, that’s what I thought—

“You idiot!!!”

BANG!!!

A fist struck the top of my head with full force.


A sharp pain shot through my skull as my vision shook.

Then, as I tried to recover, Erina’s furious voice rang out.

“Are you out of your mind?! I can understand why you came alone to rescue me, but why on earth did you bring Lona with you?!”

“Just look at the house! You saw the mess! You knew these men were dangerous—they even had weapons!”

“E-Erina, calm down. You saw it yourself—Lona was born with incredible strength—”

“I don’t care how strong she is! I don’t care if she’s destined to save the world! She’s still a child!”

“But I—”

“And you! You told her to come rescue me, didn’t you?! What kind of father does that?!”

“I was just respecting her decision—”

“Respect?! You think letting a child run into danger is respect?! When a child wants to do something reckless, you stop them! That’s what a parent is supposed to do!”

SMACK. SMACK.

As she spoke, she turned me around and smacked my back with her palm.

It stung.

But I didn’t resist.

Because Erina rarely got this angry.

Because I knew, deep down, that I had messed up.

“Honestly… You haven’t changed at all.”

Her hands finally stopped, but her voice still carried frustration.

“Every time something dangerous happens, you throw yourself into it alone. You never think about your own safety.”

“Do you have any idea how it feels to watch someone you love do that? In the past, maybe it didn’t matter. But now?”

“You have people who would be devastated if something happened to you. So think before you act!”

“…Yeah. You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“You always say that.”

Her voice softened, but I could feel the faint tremble in her touch as she ran a hand down my back.

Even now, the fear from earlier hadn’t fully left her.

She wasn’t used to this kind of violence.

She never had been.

“Mommy!!”

And then, as if sensing the mood, Lona came running toward her.

Erina quickly turned, catching her in a tight embrace.

She gently stroked Lona’s back.

“There, there… You were worried about Mommy, weren’t you?”

“Mmh! You okay?”

“Hai, Mommy’s fine.”

She smiled.

But even as she reassured Lona, I could tell—

She wasn’t completely okay.

There was still something weighing on her mind.

Something unresolved.

And then, after a moment, she finally asked—

“Lona.”

Her voice was quiet.

“Did you… want to save Mommy?”

“Mmh! I noo gud?”

Lona tilted her head, beaming proudly.

Her bright eyes sparkled with expectation.

Waiting for praise.

Waiting to be told she had done well.

And yet—

BOP!

Erina lightly flicked Lona’s forehead.

Lona blinked, startled.

Her small hands flew up to rub the spot.

She stared up at Erina, confused.

Then, Erina spoke—her voice trembling.

“Lona… do you know why I did that?”

“…Ueh?”

“Because what you did was wrong.“

Erina’s arms tightened around her.

Not out of anger.

Not out of frustration.

But out of fear.

“It’s a parent’s job to protect their child. Not the other way around.”

Her grip grew even tighter.

Because she hated it.

She hated that Lona had run into danger.

She hated that, for a brief moment, she had been powerless to stop her.

She hated the thought of what could have happened.

And as if feeling all of it, Lona simply stared at her.

Wide-eyed.

Trying to understand.

Trying to grasp why—


Why her mother, who she had wanted to protect, was scolding her instead.

And then, after a long silence, Lona finally whispered—

“Lona… messei upu?”

It was the first time I had seen her look genuinely uncertain.

The first time I had seen her lips tremble—

Not from frustration.

Not from pain.

But from something deeper.

Erina’s expression crumpled.

She had never wanted Lona to feel this way.

But more than that—

She didn’t want her to repeat this mistake.

She lifted her hands, gently cupping Lona’s tiny face.

And in a whisper, she spoke—

“You don’t need to know everything yet. Not now. One day, you’ll understand. But for now… please, Lona.” 

“Please understand that what you did today was dangerous. And that it scared Mommy more than anything else in the world.”

A single tear slipped from her eye.

Lona watched it fall.

And then—

Slowly, she reached out.

With her small hands, she carefully wiped the tear away.

“Momma… dun crii.”

Her voice was soft.

She still didn’t fully understand.

But she knew—

She knew that seeing her mother cry hurt.

And she didn’t like it.

“…I’m sorry.”

The moment those words left Erina’s lips, she pulled Lona into another hug.

A deep, warm embrace.

“I’m sorry, Lona. I wasn’t thinking about your feelings. You wanted to help. You wanted to protect me. And instead of thanking you, I scolded you.”


“Lona… gud?”

“Yes, you did. You did amazing.”

A pause.

Then—

“Thank you, Lona. For saving me.”

For a moment, Lona simply stared.

And then—

A wide, toothy grin spread across her face.

“Hehe~!”

Finally, she looked happy again.

With a relieved sigh, Erina set her down and ruffled her hair.

“But next time, don’t do anything reckless, okay? Mommy doesn’t want you to get hurt.”

“Mmh! Lona wakaru!”

“Good girl.”

Erina smiled warmly.

Then, with a playful hum, she added—

“Now, let’s head home. Since Lona was so brave today, I’ll make you some pudding as a reward.”

Lona’s eyes lit up.

“Kyaa~! Pudding! Pudding~!”


Just like that—

The small warrior returned to being just a child.

Lona, gleaming with joy, and Erina, who smiled to calm her heart just by watching her, were now walking away.

I, watching them from a few steps away, felt a sense of relief growing in my chest and decided to follow the two of them.

Yes, I was relieved, thinking that this kidnapping incident was finally wrapping up.

“Gi, Daryeora!!”

Suddenly, a loud shout from behind caused me to stand alert, quickly turning my head toward the sound.

There, on the floor, was the leader of the group of assailants, glaring at us.

He held onto his groin in pain, but his face, clearly filled with suffering, was directed at us.

Considering the force of Lona’s power strike, he must have lost something important as a man, yet how was his mental fortitude still intact?

“Y-You’re the reincarnation of a hero… No, Hero!!”

The leader of the thugs began to cry out with a strained voice, sounding even more desperate.

“If you truly uphold justice, then you must grab my hand, not theirs!!”

“W-What are you saying…?”

Erina, unable to hold back, was about to interrupt with a sharp retort.

“This cannot go on. If humanity is to be saved, we must not let this situation continue like this!”

But his voice, filled with fervor, didn’t allow her to interrupt. 

The sincerity in his words felt so strong that even I couldn’t easily dismiss it.

“Hero! Currently, humanity is about to face a great battle with the Demon King and his followers!”

With this declaration, the leader spoke with all his might, fully believing in his cause—the very cause that I considered wrong, but he believed it to be absolutely right.

“In order to prepare for this brutal war with those cruel and evil beings, humanity must unite!”

“What is needed is a leader who can dominate everyone and rule with strength and reason. Yet, the man destined to lead us is nothing but a fool who doesn’t deserve the position!”

“If humanity is to unite, we must push him aside and have the person I support take the throne! And to do that, we need the support of people like you, who hold power!!”

With trembling hands, he reached out toward Lona.

His face still held the pain of Lona’s earlier strike, and it was clear that he held some resentment toward her.

Despite this, he suppressed his emotions and desperately tried to appeal to her.

“Hero! If you give your support, my master will take the throne! So please, grab my hand!! For the salvation of humanity!”

It was all for the greater good.

Even if the direction was wrong, I could understand that his heart was sincere.

I could also tell just how firm his convictions were, considering the authority of the one who led him.

Had someone with the same beliefs been standing here, they likely would have grabbed his hand and walked down the same path.

However…

“Huh?”

Despite hearing his passionate plea, Lona only stared at him with a blank expression.

Surprised by her reaction, the leader trembled and continued, his voice unsure.

“Hero… did you not hear me? I’ll say it again. If this continues, humanity will fall! If you truly seek justice…”

“…Uh?”

“Hero??”

Finally, realizing something was wrong, Erina cautiously asked Lona in a soft voice.

“Lona, do you understand what he’s saying?”

Lona answered, her smile bright and innocent.

“Monnya!!!!”

“Y-You don’t know…?”

The leader’s face twisted in disbelief as if the world had come crashing down around him.

Erina looked at him pitifully, then explained the truth he had overlooked.

“I told you. Lona is a child before being a hero.”

No matter how strong Lona’s abilities were, she was still a three-year-old child.

She didn’t know right from wrong, or how dangerous the Demon King’s army was, or why she should protect others from such dangers. 

She lacked the knowledge and experience to comprehend it.

Trying to convince a child like her of a grand cause was as meaningless as speaking to a wall.

Right now, Lona was only thinking about the pudding Erina would make when they got home.

“Momma, pudding!”

“Alright, let’s go have pudding~”

Ignoring the leader, Lona and Erina slowly walked out of the cave.

Before I followed them, I glanced back at the fallen leader.

“Cough, Ugh…!”

The man, clutching his groin, sobbed bitterly… No, should I refrain from calling him a man now?

In any case, he had certainly paid a high price for his actions.

As I turned to leave the cave, I encountered Erina, who had stopped at the cave’s entrance, standing motionless.

“Erina, why…”

“Ah, you’re here.”

The voice made my breath catch.

Unable to ignore it, I froze in place, and through the soldiers blocking the cave’s entrance, a familiar face began to emerge.

A man with a small crown, symbolizing his royal status, and a red cape that exuded authority—he was a blond-haired man.


The thin, piercing gaze from the person in front of me seemed to penetrate through me, creating an unsettling and intimidating feeling.

“Well, it’s good to see you again, Logan Smith. I was wondering if you’d forgotten me since we haven’t met in a while.”

“P-Prince…”

“Heh, I’m glad to see that you remember me.”

William Fernandes, the Crown Prince.

His sudden appearance sent a wave of unease through me. As he alternated between glancing at me and Erina, a sly smile crept onto his face.

“To be honest, I came back here because I had something to discuss with you… but it seems like something happened. The house is a mess.”

“So, I followed the traces and tracked them all the way here. To my surprise, the people I thought were behind all this were all knocked out and lying here.”

His thin gaze sharpened as he observed us.

It seemed like he was both intrigued and testing me.

“Was this your doing?”

“…Yes.”

“Did you deal with the mastermind behind all this as well?”

“….”

It was pointless to try to hide anything at this point, as he had already tracked down the evidence.

I nodded quietly, and he smiled even more brightly, clapping his hands together.

“Excellent. Just as I expected from you.”

The sound of his applause echoed, and even though his eyes were full of tension, the Prince closed the distance between us and continued his words.

“To be able to handle a group of elite soldiers like that, without any backup, is no small feat. Truly, you are a warrior deserving of the title of ‘Unbeaten Warrior.’ It’s refreshing to see such solid proof of what I had heard in the reports.”

Reports… Does this mean he already knew about my background and identity?

Clearly, there was no point in trying to hide anything from him.

The tension I felt intensified, and I tried to change the subject by glancing at the fallen assailants around us.

“…So, does this mean you know the identities of these men, Your Highness?”

“I know them well. And knowing that, I feel a bit apologetic toward you.”

The Crown Prince gave me a wry smile and patted my shoulder.

His words carried a faintly bitter emotion.

“I’m sorry that you got caught up in this. I’ll apologize on behalf of my uncle.”

Uncle. 

In his case, that would mean his younger uncle… the current Emperor.

It was then that I began to understand why they were so determined to follow their sense of justice.

After all, someone ranked second in the Empire had the position to discuss justice.

And being such a clear proponent of justice, it made sense that the heir before me would seem distasteful to him.

“Still, my uncle’s followers remain too extreme. A problem, indeed. Someone like you should be treated with respect, not like this.”

Even though he was clearly showing disdain, the Crown Prince shrugged off the situation, as if it was of little importance to him.

He then waved his hand, signaling to his soldiers to take care of the cleanup.

“I’ll leave the cleanup to my subordinates here… But there’s an important matter to discuss, so let’s move. I’ll make sure you’re treated well, so I hope you’ll cooperate.”

He turned his back to me, signaling for me to follow.

As I hesitated about what to do next, Erina gently grasped my hand.

“My love…”

It was understandable for her to feel uneasy.

After all, we were dealing with someone who held immense power—someone who would soon have the ability to shape the Empire.

“…Papa.”

Lona’s expression, too, had darkened, as if she shared in the same worry.

Seeing the two of them, I firmly held Erina’s hand and decided to follow the Prince.


“It’s okay.”

I offered empty words of comfort, with no real basis behind them.

“Everything will be fine.”

Perhaps, in order to prevent another situation like the one we had just experienced, it might be best to leave everything in his hands. 

I thought to myself, accepting that reality, feeling a sense of resignation.



 
  Chapter 12: It’s not a Holy Sword, It’s Reincarnation


“Well, now that we’ve come this far, I think we can relax a little.”

Following Prince William, we arrived at a tent area on the outskirts of the village.

From the imperial seals scattered around, it seemed like the knights accompanying the prince were stationed here, but the interior of the tent was surprisingly well-decorated.

It looked like a modest version of a noble’s room.

“Prince, do you stay here as well?”

To this somewhat unexpected question, Prince William replied casually.

“Of course, right? If someone like me stayed in the village, the people would feel burdened unnecessarily. And above all, I have a bit of a romantic feeling about roughing it outside the palace like this.”

“Romantic…?”

“By the way, this tent was set up by me under the guidance of the soldiers. And just yesterday, we had a campfire and cooked a barbecue with the soldiers. We got some good-quality meat from a farm, and it turned out to be a surprisingly different experience.”

As I listened to him, I silently observed Erina’s reaction.

She, too, looked rather uncomfortable.

It was only natural, considering that the next heir to the Empire was talking about enjoying life as a vagrant.

Just then, Prince William’s attendants entered the tent and began setting up snacks on the table.

“Well, we’ve got some snacks. Let’s sit down for now. We can take our time chatting while we have something to nibble on.”

“Kyah! Snack!”

At the prince’s signal, Lona dashed forward. 

Then, sitting down, she grabbed the cookies without a care. 

Erina quickly reached out to stop her, but Lona was already absorbed in eating.

“Omnomnom, omnomnom.”


“Lona, you can’t do that! The prince is watching…”

“Haha, it’s fine. She’s still a child, right? A child should act like that.”

Despite Erina’s concern, the prince generously observed Lona.

Then, casually taking a seat on the opposite side, he watched Lona and, with a meaningful smile, spoke.

“Ah, speaking of which, I heard from the villagers that she’s the child you took in recently.”

Testing…

That statement, which anyone would interpret that way, made Erina’s face turn pale in an instant.

Yes, he clearly knew everything.

He knew that Lona was the reincarnation of a hero. 

And, with a heart full of either pity or deception, he was waiting for us to hand Lona over.

“…For now, please sit. The reason I came to see you is because I have an important matter to discuss.”

In response to his serious tone, Erina and I reluctantly took our seats across from him.

With Lona between us.

Perhaps this was the last time. 

With that thought in mind, we gripped each other’s hands behind Lona’s small body.

“Now then, since we’re seated, let me start with something important to confirm…”

The prince, seeing us trying to calm our nerves, turned toward me and began the conversation.

“Logan Smith. As I mentioned before, I’ve looked into you. I heard you were a soldier on the front lines during the ‘Unification War’ led by the Empire a few years ago.”

“…Yes, as you said, I was a soldier.”

“I was a soldier too. With the medical unit…”

“Heh, did you fall in love on the battlefield? I suppose love can bloom even in harsh environments.”

With a light clap, the prince raised the corners of his mouth.

As I instinctively tensed up, his gaze remained fixed on me.

“Anyway, after looking into it, your career is far too impressive to be considered just an ordinary soldier.”

“You led the victory in the long-unresolved highland battles of the Valhalla Mountains, infiltrated the supposedly impregnable Sanson Fortress with a small elite force, opening the gates to make a breakthrough, and even in the battle against pirates in the Bilgewater Sea, you managed to end the leader’s life, forcing them to surrender…” 

“If I were to list all the feats you accomplished on the battlefield, it would take more than three days and nights.”

“…It was just luck.”

It wasn’t an exaggeration.

In war, many stronger people than me died.

Those who survived in such a place were often either cowards or lucky ones, and I was simply one of the latter.

“Haha, much more modest than I expected. With that kind of achievement, you should be proud.”

Despite his praise, the prince’s gaze shifted toward the tightly clenched hands between us, a thin, sharp look in his eyes.

As if probing something that could only be understood by facing me directly, something that couldn’t be gathered from mere research.

“Is it because you’re living in such a quiet rural village to avoid the public’s gaze?”

“…”

“Heh, I see. There are others like you, and I can understand that.”

Prince William accepted my silence without concern.

But I had already guessed it.

I knew this conversation wasn’t going to end lightly.

“But as much as I would like to respect you, I too bear the responsibility of being the leader who will lead the Empire. If I’ve come all the way to this remote village looking for something related to you, it would be natural for me not to let you go easily.”

Wasn’t the unusual gleam in his eyes telling me something?

“I know everything about you, and you can’t escape from my grasp.”

“Indeed, you knew.”

“Yes, I’m certain that you are connected to the light that descended upon this land… the trace of a hero. It’s odd to think that you wouldn’t be involved, considering you were the first to find where that light landed.”

Perhaps, I had thought, there might still be a chance. 

But in the end, it was nothing more than a foolish dream.

As I lost the will to resist, Prince William spoke in a more serious tone than ever before.

“Now then, Logan Smith, let me get straight to the point.”

Before you make a move, hand that child over with your own hands…

Yes, I had expected something like that to be said.

“Could you please show me the holy sword?”

“…What?”

The next words completely deviated from my expectations. 

As I expressed my confusion with a stunned voice, he stood up abruptly, starting to speak in an excited tone.

“The holy sword. The legacy left behind by the former hero that you hold! I want you to show it to me, personally, with your own hands.”

What is he talking about?

The holy sword? 

I had already dismissed that assumption during our first meeting, so why is he bringing it up now?

No, wait, didn’t he already know that Lona is the reincarnation of the hero and come to find us because of that?

“Excuse me, what are you saying…?”


“Aah, I see. You’ve come this far just to embarrass me, haven’t you? I am certain that you possess the holy sword.”

I began to suspect that he might be changing the subject, but then he revealed his disappointment and continued speaking.

“I’ve been researching records related to heroes before coming here. And in all these records, there’s one thing in common: the weapon used by the hero.”

“The legendary holy sword that is said to annihilate evil and bring light to a world engulfed in darkness! And I have been certain that this sword has descended upon this land, waiting for someone to pull it from its resting place.”

“Uh… I see.”

“Honestly, I had dreams of pulling that holy sword myself and walking the hero’s path. But, unfortunately, when I arrived here, someone had already pulled it out.”

“That was quite disappointing, but being a person with a mission, I had to accept it. Yes, the one who pulled out the holy sword… finding the one who is worthy of the title of ‘hero’ and supporting them is my mission.”

Prince William rambled on, speaking quickly.

Despite the suspicious atmosphere I had felt up until now, he was in an excited state, and soon grabbed my hand with trembling hands, staring at me intently.

“And that person who pulled out the holy sword, it must have been you, right?”

His eyes sparkled as if he had just met a child.

“Did you pull the sword out but are now pretending not to know, burdened by the public’s gaze?”

“Uh, excuse me…”

“Oh! You don’t have to worry about it too much. I’m not trying to take the holy sword from you. A holy sword belongs to the one who pulls it out, after all.”

“If you are the true owner of the holy sword, I must respect that. But, surely, showing it to me is something you can do, right?” 

“As someone who respects you, can’t you show me the living legend?”

“Prince, I think there’s some misunderstanding…”

“Eh!? You’re not going to show me for free? Well, it’s understandable. It’s a treasure that can’t be bought with money, after all.”

“How much would it take? I’ll give you jewels or gold, just show me the holy sword! We’ve come this far, and if I don’t see the holy sword, I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep tonight!”

He grabbed my shoulder and started shaking me wildly.

With bloodshot eyes, he looked at me, and his harsh breathing made me feel a different kind of pressure than before.

Maybe… should I be relieved?

At least he firmly believes that I pulled the holy sword, and I can use that to keep Lona’s true nature hidden, right?

Clap!

As I was thinking this, a small sound of applause reached my ears.

I straightened my head and looked in the direction of the sound, where I saw Lona, who had wandered away from Erina and me, staring at the center of the tent.

And what she was focused on was a flying insect.

Clap, clap!

Trying to catch the insect, Lona clapped her hands, but the insect was too quick, and she couldn’t grab it.

Instead, the insect taunted her by buzzing around her face and ears.

“Ugh, ugh…”

Annoyed, Lona scrunched her face up.

At that moment, as her power surged, Erina, sensing the change, rushed toward Lona.

“Lona, don’t…!!”

“Uttaaaaa!!!”

With a shout, Lona slammed her hands together.

As the little mana inside her clashed and rapidly expanded, a wave of physical force spread throughout the entire area.

Boom!

With a loud noise, a powerful gust of wind spread.

The force, which only pushed the air aside, caused the center of the tent to tilt, and the prince, who had been holding onto me, fell awkwardly to the ground.

But Lona, unconcerned, smiled brightly as she held the insect she had caught.

“Jabata!”

Ah, I’m glad she caught it.

But of course, with this happening, it would be hard to hide her true nature now.

If anyone saw the power she just displayed, they’d easily realize how extraordinary she is.

“Hey, the applause earlier…”

Yes, he must have realized it.

As I noticed his alarmed reaction, he watched Lona, nodded, and began to express his admiration.

“I see, so this is what they mean when they say children have overflowing energy.”

“…What?”

With his words, Prince William continued in a light-hearted tone.

“Well, I wasn’t like this when I was young, so your child must be especially energetic. Raising a child like that must be very difficult… Heh, but you two must be truly excellent parents to take on such a task.”

Laughing with such a carefree tone, Prince William praised us.

As I stood there, confused, Erina, who had been watching the situation, gently picked up Lona and turned to glance at the prince.

“Um, Prince…”

Although there was still an air of unease, it seemed like Erina was determined to address her doubts.

“How do you feel about this child?”

“Hmm? I think she’s a cute little girl.”

“…What about the fact that we took her in and are raising her?”

“Well, it’s not something just anyone would do, picking up a child who was abandoned alone. I would say it’s a blessing for the child to have met a couple like you.”

Prince William casually made a statement that only further surprised me.

Erina, hearing this, turned to me with a look of astonishment, her eyes silently conveying the message.

‘Dear, this person is a fool.’

Yes, that’s what I thought too.

“Well, let’s continue talking. Logan Smith! Please show me the holy sword!”

As though oblivious to my inner thoughts, Prince William kept insisting on the holy sword.

In some ways, his innocence was even more naive than Lona’s. 

I hesitated for a moment, wondering how to respond.

If he wasn’t acting, then he was indeed hopelessly oblivious to the situation.

Deceiving such a person wouldn’t be hard at all.

Still, a part of me hesitated, as I had sensed a genuine goodwill in him from everything he had shown so far.

Despite believing me to be the hero who pulled the holy sword, he had only asked and never once tried to coerce me.

“…Erina.”

Perhaps, this person might be okay after all.

I silently conveyed my thoughts to Erina, and she nodded in agreement before speaking up.

“Prince, I’m sorry, but my husband didn’t pull the holy sword.”

The firm truth that contradicted everything he had believed.

“Sigh, this is quite a rejection. Am I to be seen as a bad person for simply wanting to see the holy sword…?”

“No, that’s not what I meant.”

Erina quickly corrected his disappointed tone, and with Lona still in her arms, she spoke again.

“The holy sword you’re looking for is this child.”

“…What?”

“My husband found this child where the light descended. And as you saw, this child has extraordinary strength for her age… And most importantly, the thugs who kidnapped me even referred to this child as the reincarnation of the hero.”

Blinking rapidly, Prince William stared with wide eyes.

Then, he turned his gaze toward me and asked in a dazed voice.

“Reincarnation? You mean this child?”

“No. It’s this child. She is the reincarnation of the hero, and we just happened to take her in and raise her.”

“……”


A silence fell over the scene.

Prince William turned his rigid gaze to Lona, staring at her in complete stillness for a long time.

After what felt like an eternity, his mouth finally opened.


“EEEEEEEEEEEK!?”

A scream of shock erupted from the prince.



 
  Chapter 13: Something Better Than Sweets


“……Haa.”

Now that the truth had been revealed, a heavy sigh escaped from Crown Prince William Fernandes as he tried to gather his thoughts. 

His head hung low, and his shoulders were slumped. 

Anyone could tell that he was deeply disappointed.

“Uh, um… Are you alright?”

Erina, unable to stand seeing him like this, spoke out in concern. 

William lowered his head even further, letting out another sigh.

“How could I be alright? Ever since I heard that light had descended upon this land, I could barely sleep, hoping that I’d get the chance to wield the holy sword.”

“Ah, yes. You wanted to pull the holy sword…”

“Even if I couldn’t pull it myself, I had planned to personally elevate whoever could wield it to the status of a hero. I dreamt every day of witnessing the moment when the sword would shine and illuminate humanity.”

“Imagine it—seeing a sword, more brilliant than any light, banish the darkness of the world in a glorious moment… That moment would truly be something worth calling romantic, wouldn’t you say?”

“Ah, um. Yes, romantic, right…”

“Indeed. Ideally, everyone should have one romantic ideal in their life. For me, that was the holy sword. When I heard the news that your husband might have seized it, I felt a joy I had never known before.” 

“A soldier who has achieved countless feats on the battlefield, and suddenly, the holy sword falls into his hands… It was like the start of a hero’s story, one that might come straight out of a fairy tale. How could I not be excited?”

“Well, yes, my husband is quite an extraordinary person…”

“Yes, indeed. I wanted to witness with my own eyes the moment when such an extraordinary person would wield the holy sword. But alas, it wasn’t the holy sword that appeared.”

Sigh.

With that final sigh, William deeply exhaled in frustration. 

As Erina looked at him with a perplexed expression, he mumbled words that summed up his current feelings.


“Today, my world has crumbled.”

“……”

“I wanted to see it, the legendary holy sword…”

This person, how much does he love the holy sword?

At this point, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for the version of myself who had been so terrified during our first meeting.

As I felt a mix of confusion and sympathy, Lona, who had been quietly observing, walked over to the prince. 

Holding out a piece of candy, she spoke.

“Tejani, nya!”

William’s gaze shifted toward Lona, who had interrupted his gloomy mood. 

I was worried he might get angry, but to my surprise, a gentle smile spread across his face.

“Hehe, are you trying to comfort me?”

“Cracker, maijja!”

“I’m relieved to see you enjoy the pastries my personal cook made. 

Then, I shall gratefully accept your kindness.”

William took the sweet from Lona and began eating it. 

Gradually, a smile appeared on his face, and Lona, pleased, sat beside him, nibbling on her own treats.

There was no sign of suspicion in her behavior. 

Perhaps it was because she instinctively knew he would not harm her. 

Yes, at least, he would not hurt Lona.

“Uh, Your Highness…”

Despite understanding that, Erina’s expression remained troubled. 

The concerns regarding Lona hadn’t been fully alleviated.

Even though it wasn’t the holy sword, Lona was still someone who could be considered a reincarnation of a hero. 

A child like that wouldn’t be left untouched by the world’s leaders.

“Will you take Lona with you?”

As Erina cautiously asked, William glanced at Lona, who was sitting beside him, and responded after a moment of thought.

“Take her with me, you say…”

Perhaps he hadn’t yet considered the possibility of Lona being the reincarnation of a hero. 

William didn’t immediately offer an opinion, instead lowering his gaze on the young girl for a moment.

She clearly had the power of a hero, but she was still inexperienced and young. 

How should he treat her?

“…What do you think?”

To our surprise, after a long pause, William asked a question we never expected. 

Given his position, it wouldn’t have been strange for him to forcefully take her, but instead, he wanted to hear our thoughts.

“What do you think…?”

“Speak honestly, if you would. I would like to know how you think of this girl and what you would wish for me to do with her.”

There was a sense of respect in his serious tone.

Erina and I exchanged a brief look, silently contemplating what we should say. 

After a moment, it was Erina who spoke first.

“I… I am unable to have children.”

She gently placed a hand on her stomach and continued in a somber voice.

“When I married my husband, I believed that to be truly happy, I would need to have a child. But unfortunately, the accident I suffered took away that blessing.”

“After hearing the news, I fell into a deep depression, and coming to this village was a way for me to escape those feelings.”

“That’s truly unfortunate.”

“Yes, it really was… I felt like the unhappiest person in the world.”

Erina continued sharing her emotions, the thoughts she had long kept hidden. 

William listened quietly, occasionally expressing his understanding.

“…And then I met Lona.”

At the end of her story, a smile slowly started to form on her face.

The girl, eating the sweets carelessly, was being watched by Erina with a gaze that conveyed the same sincere affection she had shown me when she first met me.

“I don’t really care about what she truly is. This child appeared before us when we needed her, and she is a miracle to us. She’s precious beyond words…”

“That’s why, I wanted to raise her with all my heart, not wanting to lose her. Even though she’s not my biological child, I loved her as much as I love my husband.”

“I want that love to continue,” Erina said, her voice trembling as she spoke, as though she could barely continue.”

There was a depth of emotion in her words, and it was clear that the words she couldn’t say were already weighing heavily on her heart.

But even without further words, I understood.

What she was saying was a sincere wish. 

But this was just a plea, and it could never be a command to someone who held the power in the current relationship.

“However… if this child is truly destined to save the world, then it would be selfish of us to hold onto her, wouldn’t it?”

The world was falling into evil, and the child had the power to save humanity.

Wanting to hold onto a child who had such a role was undoubtedly an act of evil. 


No matter how much Erina and I loved Lona, we couldn’t be selfish enough to ignore that fact.

“…When I saw Lona show extraordinary abilities, I knew she would eventually leave us. And I suppose that time is now.”

Even so, I hoped that she would be placed in the care of someone who would respect her and raise her properly.

I thought that William, being someone who could meet those conditions, would understand. 

So, alongside Erina, I lowered my head respectfully.

“Please take care of her. Our daughter, who has seen us as parents for a short while…”

With that, Lona would part ways with us.

Even as I prepared myself for the separation, my heart ached, and I felt my body tremble. 

Erina, her hand previously limp, now gripped my hand tightly.

She wasn’t ready to let go yet. 

The sadness and pain were overwhelming.

But we had to accept it. I gripped her hand in return, determined to face what needed to be done.

“…I’ve listened carefully.”

William, who had been quietly listening, finally spoke.

“Well, it seems you truly think of this girl as a daughter.”

He gently stroked Lona’s head.

His touch was kind, and Lona, engrossed in her sweets, didn’t reject his gesture. 

A soft smile formed on her face as well.

With that same smile, he continued speaking.

“However, listening to your story, it seems you’ve assumed that I will take this child with me. But why are you so certain of that? Why are you saying your goodbyes already?”

“Excuse me?”

“If I were to take this child, I would be forcibly separating parents and children. But as someone who will lead an empire, I would never do something like that without hesitation, would I?”

Erina blinked in confusion, clearly unable to understand his words. She spoke, her voice trembling.

“Wait, does that mean… you’re not going to take Lona?”

“I would take her if I could, but I don’t think I can just force it. After all, what you found is not an object like the holy sword, but a ‘living being with consciousness,'” he explained.

His gaze shifted from Lona to me. 

There was no hostility in his eyes—only warmth.

“If I had discovered an object like the holy sword, I would have either claimed ownership or tried to persuade the one wielding it. Since objects have no will of their own, the wielder can control everything related to it.”

Yes, he had always carried this calm, non-hostile gaze.

I had mistaken it for hostility because I had been on guard, but he had always maintained this serene demeanor.

“However, what landed on this land is not an object, but a being with a will of its own. A being capable of thought, who feels joy and sorrow, and who can learn… And yet, she is still so ignorant that she doesn’t even understand what justice or evil is—a small girl.”

As he continued, his gaze softened as he looked at Lona, sitting beside him.

“To use such a girl as a mere tool would be to suppress her very being. It would be an inhumane act.”

There was respect in his gaze.

He wasn’t talking about a tool to be wielded but a person to be respected.

“That cannot be. If we are to work for humanity, we must do so with the most human of hearts. Such a heart must act with respect for free will, and that includes respecting this girl’s free will.”

“……Huh?”

Finally, Lona turned her innocent gaze toward him.

Her eyes were filled only with innocence. 

She couldn’t understand the conversation, nor did she have the knowledge or experience to comprehend it.

“Now, little warrior, I must ask you,” William said gently.

The question was directed at the pure, unknowing child.

“Would you prefer to stay with me or with your parents?”

“Huh?”

“By the way, if you decide to come with me, I can offer you the best treatment I can. I could give you mountains of sweets every day, far more than what you’re eating now.”

“Hoo~”

The amazed sound that escaped her showed how much she was tempted by his words.

As Erina and I began to feel uneasy, William added a final remark.

“But to do that, you must be ready for a lot. You’ll receive daily lessons in duty, sometimes have to flatter the powerful, and help those in need, whether you want to or not. And…”

His gaze shifted toward Erina and me.

The tone of his words grew slightly more serious.

“Above all, if you choose to follow me, you will have to be separated from your parents. I have a duty to lead the empire, and as such, I will have to demand a lot from you,” William said, his tone serious.

“……”

“Tell me, are you ready to endure everything, for the rewards you would receive by staying with me?”

Lona, silent, alternated her gaze between William and me.

Her behavior showed that she was torn by the decision. Just witnessing her struggle filled Erina and me with anxiety.

If Lona chose to leave on her own accord, we would have no choice but to let her go.

If it was truly her choice, and no one had coerced her…

“Cracker, good.”

In the midst of this conflict, the voice that came from Lona caused my heart to drop.

“That…?”

But Lona didn’t stop there. 

She walked up to Erina and me, taking our hands in hers, and with a wide smile, she said:


“Mama, Papa is better!”

Despite the clear benefits of living in the royal palace, she had chosen us. 

Her affection for Erina and me was genuine.

“…I see.”

William, hearing her words, smiled warmly and spoke softly.

“If that is your choice, I must respect it. That is what it means to be humane.”

Yes, he was a true leader. 

One who wished for the salvation of humanity, but only through humane means.

****

As the sunset approached, William, along with his soldiers, prepared to leave Amul’s exit. 

Erina and I stood ready to bid him farewell one final time.

“Are you sure about this?” Erina asked, a hint of concern in her voice.

But William, unbothered by the question, replied casually.

“Didn’t I already say? If this child is a being with consciousness, then her will must be respected. I can’t force her to save the world. What she needs right now is not a sense of duty but the love of her parents.”

“…Your Highness.”

“But still, don’t think you can be too relaxed. Since your uncle’s soldiers threatened you, I’m sure that news has spread to the powerful figures of the empire, both large and small.”

Yes, the decision to allow Lona to remain with us was only made by William alone.

Even though Lona was just a young girl, those who might try to use her or force a greater cause upon her would likely appear at any time.

To become her parents, we had to prepare ourselves for that reality. 

William’s words carried this concern.

“I’ll probably be called to numerous meetings regarding the hero. The elders are bound to complain about leaving such an important reincarnation of a hero outside the royal family. And, perhaps, some will challenge my authority because of it.”

“If it’s that serious…” Erina’s voice trembled.

“But even so, I do not regret my decision. A savior of humanity must be more human than anyone else, and to provide that, parental love will be essential.”

With that, William extended his hand to us one last time.

“Please raise this girl into a fine adult… into someone truly human.”

With that, Erina and I nodded firmly, our resolve clear, and shook his hand.

“We will do our best.”

“We won’t disappoint you.”

We were determined to live up to his trust and expectations, honoring him as a true leader who respected us and Lona.

Satisfied with our response, William smiled and climbed into his carriage, waving as he left.

“Now I’ll return to the palace. Though we won’t be together from now on, I’ll send messengers to keep you informed. I hope we’ll meet again someday. Until then, stay well!”

“Tejani Papa~”

As William said his goodbyes, and Lona waved him off, we stood there, watching the carriage depart.

We kept our vigil until the procession had completely disappeared, feeling that this was the utmost respect we could offer.

“…Well then.”

Once their figures had fully faded from view, Erina, holding Lona’s hand, turned to me and, in a light voice, asked:

“Shall we head back?”


“…Yes.”

I replied quietly, and we began walking forward.

“Let’s go home.”

To a peaceful life, with my wife and daughter.

That, in itself, was enough.




 
  Chapter 14:  In an Unhappy World, an Unhappy Child, and Dirty Adults.


Family.

That word itself has always felt like a burden to me.

In my first life and my second life… those who were called family were never kind to me.

The first memories that surface are of arguments between those I would call parents.

Their attitudes were harsh, with no consideration for each other.


The best I could do was to hold my breath every day, hiding in my bed, fearing their attention might turn to me.

As those days continued, I eventually came to see such tension as normal, and I began to deal with them with a half-resigned heart.

I avoided looking them in the face, kept my mouth firmly closed no matter what they said, building walls between us.

My father always asserted his authority, emphasizing that my existence was a favor he had granted.

Even now, those words sound hollow to me.

If birth is truly a blessing, then life should be happy, yet how can I be grateful for a life that only imposes suffering?

My mother constantly expressed disappointment and doubt in front of me.

No matter how provoked I was by her words, they only drained my energy and left me with no motivation.

No matter what I did, she would never be satisfied.

So I lived carelessly, unhesitatingly engaging even in what the world calls deviant behavior.

I refused to meet the expectations of those who had never been kind to me.

I found it repulsive to think I should fulfill their hopes.

That’s what filial piety means.

How could they expect me to repay something they never taught me?

No matter how many children you raise, it’s useless.

If that’s the case, why give birth in the first place?

Why make me suffer?

I was born because they wanted me.

I was just a child who was “given birth to.”

“Get out of my house right now!”

In the end, after all that darkness, I left home without hesitation.

A corner where staying only brought pain.

If that’s what they wanted, then leaving was the right thing to do.

Yes, that was a relationship that could be severed.

My connection to them…

After that, I wandered wherever my feet took me, eventually reaching the rooftop of a building, staring down at the world below.

The scene that met my eyes was a city far more expansive than I imagined, with more people living in this world than I had ever considered.

Something I had never noticed while always looking downward.

Among them, families walked side by side with happy faces.

Reflecting on my life thus far, I was overwhelmed with intense doubt.

Realizing that parents could be so kind, and children born to them could be so happy.

Yet I couldn’t understand why I had to live like this, which made me feel miserable and heartbroken.

Thud!!

That realization led me to step beyond the railing, and my body, losing its foothold, was cruelly slammed into the asphalt by gravity.

Whether it was an impulse or because I had been driven to a state where such an act wouldn’t seem strange…

Either way, what happened in that moment was undeniably my choice, and at that time, I didn’t regret that decision.

This would end my painfully suffocating life.

And perhaps… if there was an afterlife, I might live a better life than this one.

Clang!!

Every day when I heard the sound of breaking glass, I was reminded of how empty that fantasy was.

The life I had hoped would be better than my first was instead crushing my heart even more terribly.

“Mom, you’ve had too much drink. Stop now…”

“Shut up, what right do you have to lecture me? Just go buy me more alcohol like I told you. Got it!?”

Unlike my first life, which had some semblance of family, my second life began in the arms of a prostitute living in poverty.

A woman well-known in the back alleys, a name everyone recognized.

But being a famous prostitute meant she had sacrificed her dignity, and she was a severe alcoholic who spent all her earnings on alcohol to numb herself.

“What are you doing? Mom’s here and you don’t even greet me?”

“I… I’m back…”

“Shut up and bring me my drink. That’s the only thing you’re good for.”

Every time she opened her mouth, it was about alcohol, and when I brought it to her, she gulped it down without any accompaniment.

My second mother, who could only talk about alcohol.

Being by her side, I could always smell her unique scent.

The strong perfume she used to cover her body odor, and the unfamiliar smell of men… no, the smell of multiple men.

“Damn it, why do you look like him…”

Despite selling her body to so many men for money, she didn’t use it to better herself but only to drink and lament.

Unable to forget the man she had believed would save her from this wretched life, she projected his image onto me, who resembled him.

“He said he loved me, that he’d be with me forever! If you’re going to call me a dirty woman and leave me, then you shouldn’t have given me hope in the first place! You shouldn’t have left me here alone in this hellhole… You shouldn’t have given me hope at all.”

Even though she never showed me any kindness, I tried to love this woman.

In my first life, I did nothing and was eventually cast out from their embrace.

Because of that memory, I hoped this second life would be different.

I wanted this life to change because of something I did, unlike my first life, which remained unchanged because I did nothing.

“Mom…”

Look at me.

Even though the one you loved left you, I’m still here.

At least consider me your hope, gather your resolve, and live properly.

“It’s all your fault!!”

But my hopes were shattered by her constant violence.

On the day she knocked me to the floor, she swung her fists at me again and again.

“It’s because of you that he ran away. Because you’re here, I keep remembering him! If you weren’t here, I wouldn’t have to live like this…!!”


Her fists swung forcefully, then began to choke me.

But it didn’t hurt.

Her body, weakened by alcohol instead of proper nutrition, was frail, and her strength was something even I, as a child, could easily shake off.

“Mom…”

Yet I didn’t avoid her violence.


I believed that running away from her, as I did in my first life, would only repeat the same cycle.

And more importantly, I felt compassion for this woman who lived a more miserable life than mine.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry…”

Yes, she was an unhappy person.

Someone who desperately needed kindness and warmth more than I did.

In my first life, no one comforted me, and I knew that pain, so I wished that no one else, especially someone more unhappy than me, would be in such a situation.

“So, stop now. For your sake, please…”

Please start over now.

As if my desperate plea was heard, the fist striking my cheek finally stopped.

She left her spot and went outside.

I thought maybe she needed time to sort out her thoughts, and I harbored a vague hope.

If she changed her heart, perhaps even this second life, filled with unhappiness, could have happiness…

“Yes, I received it well.”

But what awaited me was a human trafficking scene.

The merchant there handed her money, and she casually said to me.

“It’s not a bad deal for you either. It’s better to be sold to some rich family than to be with a woman like me.”

She wouldn’t look me in the eye. There was no caress.

She bid farewell like that, and I would never see her again.

Only I was left in their hands, feeling my hopes shattered.

But I didn’t feel betrayed or sad.

There was no time for despair when there were so many children in the same situation as me in the cage.

“Mom, I miss my mom.”

“Be quiet, your mom abandoned you, that’s why you’re here.”

“Why do I have to suffer like this? Why…”

The boys and girls, unaware of their situation, cried bitterly, wishing for an end to this moment.

Among them, I was the only one who maintained my sanity.

Having lived two lives and possessing the mind of an adult, I understood why there were so many children in the same situation as me here.


Yes, I wasn’t alone.

In my first life and my second life… there are many children in this world who don’t know happiness, and I was just one of them.

So my unhappiness is natural. 

If you’re born into this world, most people have no choice but to live unhappily.

Realizing this, I felt a strange sense of relief.

Fortunately, I wasn’t wrong. 

I’m not the only one suffering like this.

Even though it feels shameful to find comfort in my own pain, I remember that I used to live ignoring such feelings.

It’s only natural for the ugly adult, born from an unhappy world and an unhappy child, to become another link in the chain.

Accepting my own ugliness, I embarked on the path of discarding humanity as the world demands, dirtying my hands beyond redemption.

Killing lives, being praised for killing, and believing that this was my path, I continued to take more lives…

“My wife and child will welcome me when I return…”

As these days continued, one day during mealtime, a subordinate told me about his life in front of me.

“…Did you have a family?”

“Yes, I’m suffering now, but once I’m discharged and get paid, I can make my wife and child happy.”

He was a soldier who, like me, had lived an unhappy life.

An orphan, conscripted against his will, doing the same dirty work as me.

Yet his face showed happiness because, unlike me, he had hope for the future.

“Do you have a family to return to? Or plans to marry?”

“…Family.”

What should I reply to my subordinate who asks about this?

After a brief contemplation, I decided to end the conversation with a bitter remark.

“It’s better not to have such things. Not now, not in the future…”

Family, a word that has always been painful for me.

In my first life and my second life… they always imposed unhappiness on me.

If I were to create a family, a child born to me would surely walk the same path as me.

In this unhappy world, unhappy children are born, and the dirty adults who raise them will inevitably produce more unhappy children.

So I decided that a child to continue my blood should never be born.

I would live alone, cutting off this chain of unhappiness at my generation.


Yes, I lived with that resolve.

Confident that as long as this world doesn’t change, that thought would never alter.

But now, as my determination fades and memories grow dim, I feel increasing unease…

****

Chirp, chirp.

As these memories blurred with the chirping of birds, I raised my heavy body and slowly turned my gaze toward the window.

The morning sun is shining.

Birds are singing, leaves are rustling in the breeze… a beautiful spring scene that doesn’t match the world I’ve always considered unhappy.

Why doesn’t this seem entirely foreign to me, despite my life of unhappiness?

“Grrr…”

I realized the reason when I sensed the small presence wriggling inside the blanket covering me.

Lona, my daughter.

Who appeared in my life like a miracle one day… the child I accepted despite once deciding not to have children.

“Mm, hehe…”

Even in sleep, a bright smile never leaves her lips.

Is she having a good dream?

Seeing the child still dreaming despite the morning sun, my hand naturally reached out to stroke her head.

“…”

But my hand hesitated and soon retreated without touching her, remembering my past.

Through those memories, I realized how filthy I truly am, and I worried that this filth might transfer to her.

Yes, I couldn’t help but feel anxious.

Am I really suitable to be this child’s parent? 

Can I, who have become so filthy, guide her on the right path?

“Waa, waa…”

As I worried, Lona stirred in bed. 

When she tightly clenched her small fist, I instinctively bowed my head toward it.

What is she trying to do? 

Is she fighting something in her dream? 

Before I could think further…

“Lona’s angryaaaaa!!”

With a sudden shout, her fist swung.


When I sensed the magical storm contained within it, Lona’s fist had already connected with my cheek.


And with a bang! 

My head was knocked back, my body unable to withstand the blow crashed into the window, and I was violently ejected outside.

Crash!

The moment I realized that Lona’s sleep-talking is quite formidable.



 
  Chapter 15: Lona Flutter Flutter


“Goodness, your face is all swollen. You should have been more careful.”

“…”

During breakfast, Erina commented on my swollen cheek, sounding concerned.

Feeling a bit embarrassed, I looked at Lona, who was happily eating beside me.

“Awoo, num~”

Lona was skillfully using her child-sized spoon to scoop up a mouthful of soup.

It was a huge improvement from when Erina had to feed her. 

I was amazed at how quickly children grow and learn.

But Lona’s newfound strength wasn’t entirely pleasant, as I’d just discovered.

“Lona.”

“Unnya?”

When I called her name, Lona paused her eating and looked at me.

I touched my sore cheek and asked carefully, “Do you remember what happened earlier?”

“Ungh?”

“Never mind. Finish your meal.”

“Num~”

Yes, what had happened was my fault for not being more alert.

“Alright, let’s finish eating. Everyone, pay attention!”

After we finished eating and clearing up, Erina turned to us with an excited look on her face.

“I have some important news to share with you all today!”

“Important news… Does that mean something’s happened?”

I tensed up, worried it might be another serious incident like before.

But Erina laughed and waved her hand dismissively.

“If you call it happening, then yes. But it’s a very good thing.”

“Good thing?”

“What is it then…? Doo-doo-doo-doo~”

Erina made suspenseful sounds, and Lona mimicked her.

“Doo-doo-doo-doo~”

When the suspense was at its peak, Erina smiled broadly and announced,

“Ta-da~ We’re going to have a birthday party for Lona today!”

“Birth… day?”

The word “birthday” hung in the air, filled with excitement for Erina.

Birthdays were something to celebrate, a joyous occasion.

Unlike me, who had always seen birth as a curse before meeting Erina.

“Birth… mu-ya?”

Lona tilted her head, confused.

She had no experience with birthdays, so Erina’s excitement didn’t quite register with her yet.

“Hehe, our Lona is curious about what a birthday is, isn’t she?”

“Un!”

“A birthday is a special day that comes once a year. On that day, the person being celebrated gets various gifts and gets to eat lots of delicious food.”

“Ma-it ke, shik….”

Slurp.

Erina imagined the delicious food and started drooling.

I found her cute despite her messiness and wiped her chin with a napkin.

Then Erina turned to me with a puzzled look.

“Honey, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“You seem tense. Is there a problem with today’s birthday party?”

“No, there isn’t. Today is our day off…”

“Honey?”

I looked away from Erina, feeling a bit gloomy.

The word “birthday” had stirred up some complicated emotions.

I realized I was overly sensitive to the word because my past birthdays had been far from celebratory.

In my previous life, my parents fought constantly, and in this life, I’d never had anything to celebrate.

Birthdays were foreign to me.

Seeing someone celebrate a birthday made me feel a twinge of fear.

I wasn’t sure how to celebrate one, and I doubted if I even deserved to.

Smack

A sharp sting on both cheeks brought me back to reality.

I realized Erina had slapped my cheeks to get my attention.

“Honey.”


Erina looked me in the eye and said seriously,

“A birthday is important. It’s a once-a-year event that shouldn’t be overlooked.”

Her tone was firm, and her eyes showed she expected my agreement.

Unlike me, who had seen birth as a curse, Erina viewed it as a blessing.

“Of course, in Lona’s case, it’s more about her appearing in our lives rather than being born. 

Before meeting us, she was like a blank sheet of paper. 

It’s our job as parents to write on it.”

Birth: a curse or a blessing.

Before meeting Erina, I believed it was a curse.

That’s why I thought having children was wrong.

But now, despite my past beliefs, I was raising a child with Erina.

This choice was irreversible and shouldn’t be regretted.

“Would you just let Lona’s first birthday slip by? Do you want her to remember her first birthday as just another day?”

I am Lona’s parent.

I had promised the deity who brought her to us that I’d give her a human life.

“Sorry.”

I apologized, finally acknowledging my duty as a parent.

Erina’s furrowed brow smoothed out, and her gentle voice returned.


“It’s okay.”


She then handed Lona to me and said,

“I’ll prepare the party at home. You go to the market and buy Lona a gift.”

“Gift?”

“Of course, within reason. We don’t want to spoil Lona’s sense of money. Just get something appropriate… You understand, right?”

I nodded, holding Lona tightly.

I promised to give this child the happiest day possible, even without personal birthday experience.

***

We headed to the market.

“Tu-ba~”

Lona innocently shouted as we entered.

I smiled bitterly and asked her what gift she wanted.

“Seongmu?”

“Yes, today is your birthday. What do you want?”

Erina had given me plenty of pocket money, so I could afford almost anything except 

something extremely expensive.

I wanted to know what gift Lona desired.

After thinking, Lona pointed upward and said,

“Ha-nu!”

She was pointing at the sky.

“Something physically possible, please.”

“Ughn…”

Lona seemed disappointed and started looking at the ground.

Then she spotted something on the roadside and showed me a stone.

“Done-mae!”

It was just a regular stone.

“Anything else you want?”

Tap, tap.

Lona searched the stone field again and found a uniquely shaped stone.

“ppak-mae!”

It was a red stone, almost like a gemstone.

“How does she find these things?”

“ppappako!”


Lona handed me the red stone with a smile.

“It’s for Daddy.”

“Ah, a gift for me?”

“Un! ppappako seonmu.”

I accepted it gratefully.

“Thank you.”

It was a gift from my daughter, and I cherished it.

I patted her head and continued to the market.

The market was busier than usual.

Many armed people were around, likely adventurers drawn to our developing village.

The bustling market was like a small festival.

A merchant called out to us.

“Hey there! Come take a look!”

We approached and saw pancakes being cooked, similar to hotteok from my past life.

Lona drooled at the smell.

I handed the merchant a coin and asked for one for Lona.

“Hehe, such a cute kid deserves one for free.”

The merchant cooked it skillfully and offered it to Lona with a smile.

“Here you go. Our special cream bread~ So delicious, you’ll forget yourself~”

“Kya!”

Lona happily took a bite and smiled in delight.

“Thanks for the treat.”

“Anytime. Hope you have a great time with your daughter~”

We continued through the market, encountering more merchants.

“Hey there, little customer! Come here! Ask your dad for a treat!”

“Lona, birth!”

“Wow, it’s your birthday? Here’s a gift from Uncle~”

“Birth? Here’s a candy. It’s free, just a service.”

“Hah! This village’s precious child is having a birthday. Here’s an apple. It’s juicy and sweet!”

Lona received many kindnesses from the merchants, her hands full of treats, and her face beamed with genuine happiness.

“Birth is good!”

“Yeah, it’s good.”

I realized why Erina valued birthdays.

The merchants’ generosity made Lona truly happy.

Though I was glad Lona was happy, I felt a bit competitive and anxious.

I was supposed to be the one celebrating Lona’s birthday, but strangers had showered her with gifts.

I needed to decide on a proper gift.

Lona stopped and stared at something in the market.

“Wow…”

She was captivated by a person in the crowd.


A woman with long white hair like Lona was walking by in a striking red cloak.

“An adventurer.”

Adventurers weren’t rare in our village.

But this woman stood out with her bright red cloak.

Personally, I didn’t recommend such flashy clothing for adventurers, as it could draw unwanted attention in the wilderness.

“Flutter flutter…”

Lona couldn’t take her eyes off the red cloak.

She waved her arms excitedly and shouted,

“Flutter flutter, flutter flutter!”

“Flutter flutter?”

“I want to flutter flutter too!”


I realized Lona wanted a cloak like the adventurer’s.

“Want a cloak?”

“Hai!”

I decided on the perfect gift.





 
  Chapter 16: Collector Izolde


Cloak.

In the battlefield where I had been active, it was considered almost an essential item.

A military cloak itself held symbolic meaning for going into battle, and it was often used for camouflage or blocking the line of sight as well.

Of course, even if not for those purposes, it was useful for enhancing one’s appearance, as it could be worn over clothing.

Because of that, I thought that if I visited a store specializing in clothing, I would easily find an outfit suitable for Lona.

But…

“…Kiro.”

“Yes, it’s a street.”

What I faced when I actually entered the store were items that were all designed for adults.

I asked the store clerk if there were other products available.

“Is there a smaller size than this?”

“I’m sorry, we mainly deal with clothes for adventurers here.”

Well, it’s true that there are almost no children among adventurers.

It would also be unreasonable to order a child-sized cloak just for Lona.

It might be an option to go outside and buy one, but the problem is that Lona’s birthday would pass before that.

“Nona, pernyukpernyuk, mote?”

It seemed that Lona had a vague idea of the reality, and she began to show a gloomy expression.

I tried to comfort Lona and continued browsing the market, but no matter which store I went to, I kept getting the same response.

Time passed, and I could feel that my initial goal of making Lona happy was slowly slipping away.

As I was thinking about what to do, I reluctantly thought of the best solution and tried to comfort Lona.

“Lona, it will take some time, but if you ask your mom to make one…”

If I bring materials to Erina, she would surely be able to make a cloak that suits Lona.

Just as I was about to say this, I noticed a strange change happening with Lona’s head and stopped speaking for a moment.

Yes, Lona’s head is glowing with a blue light.

To be precise, it was Lona’s hair, one of her distinctive features, that was sticking up.


“Hoe?”

What is that? 

Why is her hair suddenly glowing like that? 

Is this one of the unique abilities of the hero?

If it really is an ability, why now, of all times?

“Biriri!”

As her hair stood up in one direction, Lona turned her head in that direction and began running off.

“Lona?”

“Nona biriri! Ichokku!”

I don’t know what it is, but it seems like she’s pointing in this direction.

I hurriedly followed her, making sure she didn’t disappear from my sight, and soon I found myself chasing her down a narrow alley between buildings in the market.

At the end of the alley was a tent.

Unlike the other stores I had visited, this one had no sign, and there was no sign of anyone else coming or going.

“Yogi!”

Despite that, Lona’s glowing hair was pointing toward the inside of the tent.

I didn’t know what phenomenon was happening, but sensing that something was here, I cautiously walked toward the entrance.

Since ordinary attacks couldn’t harm Lona, I figured whatever her hair was pointing toward wouldn’t harm her either.

“Excuse me for a moment.”

“Sinnyahamnya~”

Inside the tent, I saw shelves placed all around. 

On them were old-looking items neatly arranged, greeting us.

From seemingly insignificant jewelry to dolls, ceramics… there were all sorts of old things that made me question whether they had any real value.

“Antiques…?”

“Excuse me. This place is for collecting relics, far more valuable than mere antiques.”

Just as I was reflecting on that, someone came out from inside.

I became alert and faced them as a shadow smiled and waved a pipe in their hand, dispersing smoke.

“You’re being too cautious, aren’t you? I think the one who should be on guard is me, as a guest who has come in uninvited.”

A woman wearing a long hat.

Her outfit was revealing, exposing her chest and legs with a daring slit in the fabric, radiating an undeniable allure.

However, despite this, I couldn’t help but feel suspicious of her.

For a soldier, being wary of beauty traps was essential, and more importantly, she gave off an unusual vibe.

“…Are you the owner of this place?”

“Well, I’d rather ask about your identity than reveal mine.”

She exhaled cigarette smoke.

When the smoke thickened and obscured my vision, I suddenly felt a presence behind me and quickly turned my head.

“How did you get in here? This is a secret place where most people can’t find their way.”

There was no presence before, but somehow she had approached… no, she must have come closer when she noticed our presence.

Faintly, I could sense the movement of magic from her, and along with the scattered cigarette smoke, her figure became blurry.

Perhaps it’s some sort of illusion magic. 

Like something that keeps this store hidden from the outside.

“…Can you accept it if I call this a coincidence?”

“Heh, would you even call that a statement?”

The woman burst out laughing, as if in disbelief.

From the confidence she gave off, I could tell that the barrier she had set up wasn’t trivial. 

Naturally, if she had set something like that up, it wouldn’t be strange for her to feel wary of me.

“Hammami!”

At that moment, Lona, who had noticed her presence, approached with her eyes sparkling, and the woman let out a small laugh as she subtly distanced herself from me.

“Well, I don’t know how you found this place, but… since you’ve even brought a child, I can’t assume you’re an enemy. For now, I’ll treat you like a customer.”

Click-clack, click-clack.

The sound of her heels echoed as she sat down on an empty shelf nearby and then introduced herself to us.

“Nice to meet you, customers. I am the owner of this relic exhibition… Yes, Izolde. You can call me the relic collector, Izolde.”


“I’m Logan. And this is Lona.”

“Nona!”

“Hehe, what a cute child.”


Her half-lidded eyes turned toward Lona, as if trying to imprint the sight in her mind, perhaps recalling something from that gaze.

“White and blue eyes… You remind me of someone, someone I miss.”

Was she recalling someone based on Lona’s appearance?

As that thought crossed my mind, Lona, who had been staring at her, suddenly remembered why she was there and started waving her arms vigorously.

“Hammami. Pernyukpernyuk.”

“Oh my, I think she’s saying something, but her tongue is too short, so I can’t quite understand~ Maybe her father will understand?”

“We’re looking for a cloak as a birthday gift.”

I didn’t know what “Hammami” meant, but it was probably a word for her.

And it just so happened that this was the place Lona’s ability had led us to after failing to find a cloak.

Sensing a possible solution, I decided to ask her about it.

“It seems like you collect various items here. Would it be possible to find a cloak here?”

“Pernyukpernyuk!”

“A cloak, huh…”

Izolde took a puff of her pipe, exhaled, and after a brief silence, she casually answered my question.

“Well, it’s not like I don’t have one. I collect all kinds of relics, after all.”

“Would there be one that fits a child?”

“Of course. As long as you pay a fair price, I would be willing to hand one over. As long as you give me a fair price that matches the relic.”

“…Coincidentally, my financial situation isn’t great.”

“Heh, money? I’m not someone who assigns value to such things.”

To say she didn’t assign value to money…

Considering the current state of the Empire, which is heading toward capitalism, it was quite a strange thing to say, but she was speaking only about her own demands without any hesitation.

“Anyway, collecting relics is both my hobby and my profession. If you want to take something from me, you must offer a relic of equal value. Like treasure dug up from ruins, or heirlooms passed down through families…”

“…I don’t have anything like that.”

“Well, who knows? Relics often end up in the hands of people who don’t recognize their value and get tossed around carelessly.”

She said that and, with an intrigued tone, she turned her hand toward me.

“Why don’t you take something out? You never know, there might be something I’d find interesting among your things.”

Something to take out…

Coincidentally, the only thing that came to mind was the wallet that Erina had given me with some pocket money inside.

Still unsure, I rummaged through my pocket and grabbed a hard object.

What came out was the blue stone that Lona had given me as a gift, along with a red stone that Lona had picked up while we were on our way to the market.

If you look closely, they almost seemed like jewels… But even so, there was no way these street-picked stones would have any real value.

“Wait.”

Just as I was about to put them back in my pocket, Izolde, who had suddenly stood up, approached me and grabbed my wrist.

She was clearly trying to get a good look at the two stones I was holding.

Her carefree demeanor from earlier had now disappeared.

“Where did you get these…?”

With a trembling voice, she asked. I replied in a calm tone.

“Lona found them on the street.”

“On the street? Not one, but two?”

“Yeah.”

“Heh, you want me to believe that…?”

Izolde looked at me with suspicion, clearly not believing me.

But then, as if something clicked in her mind, her gaze slowly shifted toward Lona.

After a moment, she spoke again.

“Now that I think about it, they do look similar… so it was like that, huh?”

“Mm?”

As Lona stared blankly, not understanding what was being said, Izolde roughly grabbed the stones from my hand and moved toward the back of the shop.

“You said you needed a cloak? Just wait a moment.”

“Sure.”

Whatever it was, it seemed to be something of value to her.

As long as it could be used in negotiations, I thought it was worth waiting.

While I passed the time by looking around at the objects, Izolde soon approached with a red cloth in hand.

“Here, take it. This is what you were looking for.”

“…Isn’t this a bit too big for a child?”

“It’s a relic, not an ordinary item.”

Saying that, she moved toward Lona and draped the cloth around her neck.

After a short time, the cloth that had been hanging on the floor shrank at an impressive speed, reaching down to Lona’s waist.

“…Is this a magical item?”

“Yes, it’s a magical cloak that adjusts to the wearer’s size. What do you think? Isn’t this suitable as a gift for your daughter?”

A cloak that adjusts to the user’s size.

If that’s the case, it would work well for Lona both now and as she grows, making it a perfect long-lasting gift.

The key question now is whether Lona likes the design of this cloak.

“Pernyuk, pernyuk…”

While I was thinking about that, Lona, who was wearing the cloak, started shaking it and then began proudly showing off her cloaked self, grinning brightly.


“Pernyukpernyuk! Nona! Pernyukpernyuk!!”

“Yeah, you’re fluttering it around.”

“Hehe~”

I guess she really enjoys the feeling of the cloak fluttering.

In any case, I’m glad Lona is happy, so I quietly thanked Izolde.

“Thank you for introducing such a good item.”

“No, no need to thank me. If anyone should be thankful, it’s me.”

Izolde looked down at the two stones in her hand.

Her gaze wasn’t one of joy from having obtained something she wanted; rather, it seemed tinged with a more complicated emotion.

It was the look of someone who seemed nostalgic for something from the past.

“Are those stones really that valuable?”

“They are worthless to you. Probably, I’m the only one who finds value in them in this world.”

When I asked her with some curiosity, she simply let out a bitter smile and exhaled cigarette smoke.

Whether it was because of her complicated feelings or because she had relieved some burden, I wasn’t sure.

“I’ll come back if I find more later.”

Whatever it is, I was still willing to maintain a good relationship with her since she had helped us.

In response to my words, Izolde gave a small smile and waved her pipe.

“Heh, you think you’ll find more? You don’t even know what they are yet.”

“If it were just one, maybe it could be called a coincidence, but if I found two, it couldn’t be just luck.”

“…You’re not wrong. Well, I’ll be expecting at least a little.”

With that, the conversation ended.

As I was about to leave after finishing my business, Lona waved her hand at Izolde one last time.

“Hammami, bye-bye!”

“Alright, kid. I hope that cloak suits you as you grow into a wonderful adult.”

Despite her initial wariness, Izolde was now looking at Lona with affection.

Feeling reassured, as I was walking out onto the street, I remembered the word Lona had used for Izolde and casually asked her.

“Lona, what does ‘Hammami’ mean?”

“Hammami?”

Lona looked confused for a moment at my question.

As she glanced around, her eyes suddenly lit up as she spotted an old woman passing by on the street.

“Hammami!”

“…Grandmother?”

Grandmother? 

Could she be referring to Izolde?

As I wondered about that, I turned back to look at the narrow alleyway we had just passed through, only to find that the gap between the buildings had been completely filled in.

In the brief moment I had looked away, the path had disappeared.

If she hadn’t mentioned the word “barrier,” I might have thought I was seeing things.

“…Was her appearance an illusion too?”

She’s quite a tricky one from start to finish.

If Lona had figured her out, then I’d say she’s quite extraordinary.

***

“Haah.”

After the unexpected guests had left, Izolde sat alone in her exhibition hall, lost in thought, staring down at the stones they had ‘accidentally’ picked up.

“Now that I think about it, I suppose it was time.”

Yes, it’s been hundreds of years already.

By now, the successor of my old lord must have appeared, and their followers would gradually begin to show themselves in this world.

To think that they would have to face such a young girl… It’s almost laughable.


Could that little girl really become the savior of humanity? 

And would the successor of my old lord and their followers be given time to grow up…

“Well, whatever the fate of the world may be, it no longer matters to me.”

In the end, the defeated remnants of the old era can only watch idly.

If I could find the traces of my old lord scattered across the battlefield, then… perhaps a small token of appreciation could be offered in return.



 
  Chapter 17: Happy Birthday~


On the way home with the sunset shining.

Lona, walking with me, was happily running around, vigorously waving her red cloak.

“Weeeeee~”

“…Do you like it that much?”

“Yeah!”

Although it has magical properties, it’s just a cloak, and yet she’s so happy… 

Well, it’s a good sight, so it doesn’t matter.

As I continued walking, I noticed that Lona, who had been running ahead, had stopped and was now looking up at the sky.

More precisely, her attention was drawn to the bird flying across the sky.

Caw, caw!

“…Shee, pernyuk, pernyuk.”

Was she envious of the bird flapping its wings and flying in the sky?

As I watched her, I felt a presence nearby and immediately turned my attention to the roadside.

There was a boy, a little older than Lona, and a man who seemed to be his father.

“Dad~! Can you give me a piggyback ride!”

“Haha, of course, I’ll give you one. Alright, here we go!”

“Waaah~ This is fun!”

The boy, riding on his father’s shoulders, stretched out his arms, expressing his excitement.

Do kids of that age like things like this?

…I don’t know. Unfortunately, I never got to experience that kind of thing from my parents.

“Hahaha! Faster~ Higher~”

“Hey, who do you take after, getting so excited? Alright, I got it. Hold on tight, now!”

As I was lost in that bittersweet thought, the father and son disappeared into the distance.

Watching their warm scene, I felt a tug in my heart, probably because I envied them.

I realized that a child might not always be an object of abuse.

I realized that a child is someone who should be loved by adults.

“Lona.”

Yes, right now, I am an adult and a father to a child.

Although I will never have the chance to be a child who is loved, that doesn’t mean I should follow in the footsteps of parents who abused me.

If I am truly raising someone, what I should give is love and respect, and what I must teach are righteousness and consideration.

“If it’s okay, I can give you a piggyback ride…”

Just as I was about to say this to Lona, I noticed that she was shaking her little body violently.

“Ugh!”

And then, with a deep breath, I felt the surge of blue mana.

Realizing that this was the result of using mana, I quickly reached out to Lona in panic.

I instinctively knew I couldn’t just leave her like this.

“Aahhhhhh!”

But by the time I noticed, it was already too late.

As Lona released her magic, an explosive force of physical power erupted from her feet.

With a loud whoosh, Lona was thrown high into the air.

When the dust from the sandstorm cleared, I saw that Lona had already become a small dot in the sky.

“Pernyukpernyuk!”

She’s flying.

Lona, who had been walking on the ground just a moment ago, was now soaring through the air.

“Nona! Pernyukpernyuk! Pernyukpernyuk!!!”

Is she happy to be flying?


The distant sounds of laughter indicated that Lona was having fun, but I couldn’t help but feel a sense of anxiety.

Certainly, as a hero, she has the power to soar, but what about landing?

Shwooooom!

My anxiety turned into reality as I saw Lona start to descend.

It was no surprise, but the descent was anything but a controlled glide. 

The speed at which she fell suggested she was heading straight for the ground with the same force she had used to ascend.

And if, by any chance, her defensive abilities didn’t activate when she hit the ground?

“Lona!!!”

Before I could even finish considering that possibility, my body was already moving quickly toward where Lona was falling.

I figured just running wasn’t enough, so I used mana to propel myself faster.

Kudan-tang, tang!

After sprinting, I caught Lona in my arms, and the rebound caused me to roll violently across the ground.

When I finally managed to stop, I righted myself, looking down at Lona, who was still in my arms.

“Hue?”

She looked like she didn’t even realize what had happened.

As I quickly checked to see if she was hurt, Lona stretched out her arms and started giggling.

“Hehe! Jamitda!”

Ah, right. For a hero, flying in the sky must be a fun game, huh?

“You shouldn’t do something dangerous like that.”

But this time, it wasn’t something to just be thankful for.

When I scolded her a little, Lona finally seemed to realize the seriousness of the situation and started looking around my body.

She had fallen to the ground, gotten scratched, and was covered in dirt.

“Nona, jamotsa?”

Seeing her with worried eyes, looking like she might cry, I smiled bitterly and gently patted her head.

Yeah, what does a little kid know to do something like that?

All we need to do is admit the mistake and make sure it doesn’t happen again.

With that conclusion in mind, I stood up, placed Lona on my shoulder, and said to her.

“Hold on tight, I’ll give you a piggyback ride home.”

“Okay!”

With that, the brief commotion came to an end, and the quiet walk home resumed.

Lona, clearly enjoying the piggyback ride, tightly held onto my head and grinned widely. Seeing that, I smiled faintly as well.

“Lona.”

During this quiet time, I asked Lona, with a voice full of some lingering concern.


“Did you have fun today?”

I was worried if I had truly given Lona a satisfying day.

Just walking around the market and giving her a piggyback ride—had that been enough to make this a good experience for her?

“Yeah!”

Lona answered casually, then leaned her forehead against mine.

With a satisfied voice, she whispered to me.

“It was delicious, it was heavy.”

“Yeah. You ate a lot of delicious food.”

“Pernyukpernyuk, basaseo.”

“I’m glad you liked the cloak.”

“Momma, good.”

“…I’m glad you liked the piggyback ride.”

I wondered if she was truly satisfied with such a small thing, but ironically, Lona was a child who could be content with just that.

Even if it wasn’t abundant, even if it wasn’t the best, just being together was enough for her.

Taking comfort from this, I adjusted Lona’s body and picked up the pace on our way home.

“When we get home, mom will have something even more fun prepared for you.”

“Hehe~”

A smile full of anticipation.

With that companionable laughter, I reached the front door of our home and hesitated for a moment before opening it.

Perhaps when I opened this door, like last time… would something happen again, an event that would shatter this everyday peace?

Creak.

As I worried, the door slowly began to open from the inside.

The figure that emerged through the gap was Erina, wearing an apron.

She looked fine, no signs of injury or anything serious.

“Oh, you’re back. I was thinking of coming to look for you since I thought you might be late.”

Seeing her greet me like this, I felt relieved, but then Erina quickly took a deep breath and reached out to me.

“Oh no, you’re hurt?”

“I tripped a little on the way here.”

“Ah, be more careful. I’ve already prepared a bath, so go wash up with Lona first. You can put on the medicine afterward.”

“…Alright.”

It was just the right moment, so I was about to go inside, but just then, Lona, who had gotten off my shoulders, started waving her cloak in front of Erina.

“Mom! Pernyukpernyuk!”

“Oh my! Our Lona is wearing a cool cloak~ Did Daddy buy it for you?”

“Yeah! How’s it?”

“Of course~ Our Lona looks so cool~”

With a sweet smile, Erina patted Lona’s head.

“Just like a hero from a fairytale, huh?”

“…Yongsa?”

Lona tilted her head at the word “Yongsa” — perhaps she didn’t understand what “hero” meant yet.

“Lona, let’s wash your body first.”

Well, there’s no need to explain it deeply right now. I reached out to her, and Lona answered with a cheerful, “Ne~” before jumping into the warm bath with me.

In the peaceful atmosphere, I realized that today had passed safely, and the only thing left was to immerse myself in this current life, focusing on the time spent with my family.

“Here you go~! A special birthday dinner, made just for today by mom!”

After leaving the bathroom, I was greeted by a table filled with food that Erina had prepared herself for today.

A turkey roast, seafood-shrimp pizza, and a fresh cream cake decorated with strawberries — to me, having my first proper birthday celebration, it felt like a grand feast.

“Did you overdo it a bit?”

“Hehe, today’s a special day, after all.”

Ah, so this is what a birthday is like — it’s something that isn’t taken lightly.

As I realized that through Erina’s words, I saw Lona sitting at the table, gazing at the cake, tilting her head in curiosity.

“What’s this?”

“It’s a cake made just for you, Lona.”

“Cake?”

“It’s a special treat for a day like today, a day of celebration. It’s soft bread with fresh cream and sweet strawberries. It’s going to taste sweet and savory.”

“Wow~! It’s delicious!”

“Wait a moment, let’s not eat it yet.”

Erina stopped Lona, who was about to reach for the cake.

She then glanced at me and gave a subtle nod toward the candlelight.

“Honey, could you please?”

“Sure.”

Following her request, I turned off the lights, and the darkness settled in.

In that darkness, Erina lit a match, and the flame transferred to the candle on the cake. 

The flame illuminated Lona’s face as she sat closest to it.

It was as if in this moment, she was the protagonist of our world.

“Happy birthday~♬”

Erina’s humming in the background felt unfamiliar to me, as I had never been part of something like this before.

“…Are you singing?”

“Of course~ Now, honey, let’s sing together. Happy birthday to you~♬”

A song? 

My life had never been associated with something like this, and it felt like an unreasonable request.

But on such a joyous occasion, there was no way I could refuse to participate.

So, reluctantly, I clapped along to her song, and though she looked a bit disappointed, Erina continued singing cheerfully.

Clap, clap.

In the dark room, the sound of clapping echoed softly, blending with the gentle hum of the song.

Lona, hearing the music, seemed to get excited and began singing along with Erina.

“Saengil chukha hamnida~ Saengil chukha hamnida~”

“Happy birthday, our dear Lona~ Happy birthday to you~ Waah~!”

The room erupted with cheerful applause, and Lona raised her arms with all her might.

At the height of the party’s excitement, Erina suddenly urged Lona on.

“Okay, Lona, now blow out the candle with all your might!”

“Blow?”

“Yes, huff, ha! That’s how you do it!”

Erina demonstrated by puffing out her cheeks in front of the candle.

Nodding in understanding, Lona puffed up her cheeks and faced the candle.

“Whoooa!”

And with that, she blew with such force that the candle flame, along with the cream and strawberries on the cake, were blown off, and I happened to be sitting directly across from her.

Splash.

The whipped cream landed on my face, followed by a strawberry that hit my eye. 

The candle somehow went straight into my nose.

“Hahaha! Look at Dad’s face!”

“Hehe~”

As I saw Erina and Lona burst into laughter, I realized how ridiculous I must look now.

…Well, if they’re happy, then I suppose that’s what matters.

“Yum~ So delicious~”

After the memorable moment of the birthday celebration, Lona, enjoying the cake that Erina had cut for her, savored every bite.

Erina, who had been watching her with a warm smile, soon got up and moved toward something she had placed nearby.

“Alright then, Lona has enjoyed her cake, so it’s time to give you this.”

She lifted a box — a gift box tied with a ribbon.

For a moment, I thought it might be something for Lona, but it was aimed in my direction.


“Here you go.”

“…What is this?”

“What do you think? Today is the day we got married, after all.”

The Day We Got Married…

Yes, it was two years ago that we got married.

Last year, when we learned of Erina’s infertility, I couldn’t pay attention to our anniversary. 

Still, Erina remembered it and secretly prepared a commemorative gift for me.

“It’s already been that long.”

“Tsk, I knew this would happen. You can’t even manage yourself, so how could you remember the anniversary, which only comes once a year?”

“Ugh… Um…”

Was she angry because I forgot our wedding anniversary?

It’s only natural for her to be upset. In some ways, the anniversary is even more important than a birthday.

“Still, I’ll forgive you.”

But Erina didn’t scold me; instead, she directed her gaze softly toward Lona. 

I easily realized what that meant.

“You and I, starting next year, will never forget what today means.”

Yes, I would never forget Lona’s birthday.

Feeling admiration and gratitude for her foresight, I immediately opened the gift box she handed me.

Inside was a cloak made from black fabric, carefully crafted.

It was of the same type of gift I had given Lona earlier.

“Pappa also pernyukpernyuk!”

Noticing it, Lona came over to me, excitedly waving her cloak and giving me a bright, sparkling look.

Was she happy to find something we shared?

Unintentionally smiling, I also started waving my cloak, happily playing along with Lona.

“Yes, daddy’s fluttering too.”

“Hehe~”

Her joyful smile clearly showed that today had been a happy day.

Just seeing her like that made me feel at ease. 

I wanted to immerse myself in these peaceful moments with Lona and Erina.

I wanted to remember the fading moments of the day, as the sky darkened, the day came to an end.

I wanted to carve this sweet, warm memory as part of our future, something to look back on.

***

The next morning, after the wonderfully happy day had passed…

No, it wasn’t even dawn yet.

Thud, thud.

At the sound of something knocking, I instinctively woke up, quickly pulling Lona, who had been sleeping in my arms, closer to me, as I turned my attention to the window, full of alertness.

An intruder?

If it’s an intruder, what could they be after… 

Could it be that they’re targeting Lona?

“……”

But the figure outside the window didn’t make any moves. 

They just stared at me quietly.

Since I couldn’t sense any hostility, I let out a sigh of relief and took a moment to figure out who this person was.

What I saw in the dark was a figure wearing a clothing style that seemed quite out of place in this world.

To be specific, it was the kind of attire I had seen in foreign creative works from my previous life.


It had the distinctive style of Eastern culture, but it wasn’t something that would typically be worn… 

It seemed like the kind of outfit worn by figures in the shadows, specializing in assassination or subterfuge.


“…A ninja?”

A ninja?

Why on earth?



 
  Chapter 18: The Dream of the Little Hero


The background of this world is medieval, and the culture is Western…

That was the world I had come to realize after reincarnating into this world, and that perception has remained unchanged to this day.

So, to have a ninja, someone who would typically be seen in an island nation across the sea, appear here… 

Is there perhaps some Eastern culture hidden somewhere in this world?

“……”

Regardless of my thoughts, the uninvited guest dressed in ninja attire was still staring at me.

Even though they could have ambushed me, they chose to knock on the window and wake me up, so it was clear that they didn’t approach with hostile intent.

And… upon closer inspection, they seemed quite young to be an assassin.

Maybe a middle or high schooler?

In this world, someone that age might become an adventurer or soldier, but with some remnants of my previous world’s perspective, they seemed young enough to be called a girl.

“……Do you have something to say to me?”

If that’s the case, why has this ninja girl come to find me?

I quietly asked her, and the ninja girl silently took something from her clothes.

It was a letter.

Sealed on it was an emblem that anyone from this land would recognize as the symbol of the empire.

This was typically used by people in power, a symbol that indirectly implied their status.

“Who sent this?”

But that alone wouldn’t be enough to identify the sender.

Despite my question, the ninja girl remained silent, still staring at me.


“……”

“……”

“……”

“……Ahem.”

She was silent, almost to the point of being mute.

Well, by reading the letter, I could probably find out who sent it.

I carefully opened the letter and began reading the contents.

===========

Dear Logan Smith,

It has been nearly a month since we last met.

How have you been? 

As for me, I haven’t been doing too well. 

A lot has piled up while I’ve been away, and I’ve had some friction with my retainers and the council of elders as well.

A month since our last meeting… and retainers and the council of elders…

===========

After compiling this information, I realized that the letter was from Prince William.

Now that I think about it, he had told me he would send a messenger when he left.

I hadn’t expected that messenger to be this ninja girl, but in any case…

Knowing that the letter was from Prince William, I felt the weight of reading it start to settle on me.

He held a position where he could influence the path of the hero, and through his consideration, we were able to care for the hero Lona.

===========
How have your lives been since I left? 

I sincerely hope that you and the little hero are living a stable and happy life.

That girl is destined to save humanity, but in order to do so with a righteous heart, she must first live a life that’s human, so to speak.

===========

So, he still didn’t regret entrusting Lona to us.

I could feel his sentiment in the opening lines of the letter, but the following words hinted at a more uncertain feeling.

===========

But unfortunately, the world… more specifically, the representatives of humanity, do not seem willing to leave your family in peace.

There was quite an uproar when news of the hero reached the council of elders.

While I had appointed a war hero to guide her, only a few accepted this. 

Some believe that the hero should be entrusted to them, others want to keep her under their influence to solidify their political position, and some argue that the hero should be made a symbol for the people according to tradition and history. 

Then, there are those who believe the hero must be taught the virtues and ideals of a hero from a young age.

Whatever the case, none of these things will be pleasant for you and your family.

For whatever reason, their goal is to separate the child from you.

===========

As I held the letter, the pressure increased.

I had expected something like this, but reading it in a letter from Prince William made the weight of it all the more real.

And from what I knew of Prince William, he was not a tyrant.

He would listen to opposing opinions, so if they pushed hard enough, I might have to reluctantly hand Lona over.

===========

So, I spent three days and nights pondering.

How could I keep the little hero by your side? 

And how could I calm the discontent of those stubborn and rigid people…

===========

Fortunately, Prince William had already come up with a plan for this.

What followed was his personal thoughts on the matter.

===========

The main reason for their opposition is the lack of trust in the person I entrusted the hero to.

Can you and your wife truly guide the hero along a better path than they can?

If that’s the key point, then the most certain solution is for you to have the little hero show results that are convincing to them.

===========

Results.

The most certain way to prove one’s qualifications.

===========
For that reason, I asked them for a brief delay to quell their immediate discontent.

This meant that, for now, there would be no pressure from them. 

However, it also meant that you two have shouldered a heavy burden.

For that little girl, who still doesn’t know or need to know much, achieving something convincing enough for the stubborn old men is no easy task.

===========

Yes, even if her potential is clear, she’s still an inexperienced child who cannot yet properly control her power. 

Asking such a child to achieve results could lead to a dangerous situation that she might not be able to bear.

To achieve results, we might be forcing Lona into a perilous situation ourselves…

Is that something parents should allow?

===========

But, don’t take it too seriously.

===========

Anticipating my inner conflict, the prince continued to write, trying to calm me while finishing his thoughts.

===========

No matter how much they argue, they are ultimately people who sit in a conference room and engage in theoretical discussions.

Since they will never actually come to the scene, the news they receive never really hits home for them.


This means that as long as they can grab onto a plausible excuse, full of exaggeration and vanity, they will have no way to verify the facts and will eventually be forced to accept it.

In other words, you don’t need to achieve something grand.

If you take a small truth and wrap it in countless lies to create a convincing story, they will reluctantly accept it and withdraw their objections.

===========

A trick to deceive others by mixing small truths with numerous lies…

Since I was well-acquainted with such tactics from the battlefield, I could easily understand the method the prince was suggesting.

The problem is whether it will really work as planned.

They will likely target Lona, but is it really possible to quell their dissatisfaction with just a small achievement?

================

So, don’t worry. 

Even if it’s just a small step forward, I will use my influence to ensure that no arrows are aimed at you.

===========

The prince was still trying to reassure me.

Although I couldn’t be certain that everything would work out, I could definitely feel the sincerity in his words.

Yes, this wise and generous leader would never betray us.

Feeling comforted by that, I read the last part of the letter with a more peaceful heart.

===========

Now that I’ve conveyed the important matters, I will end this first letter here.

Soon, a messenger will come to retrieve your response, so I hope you can tell me what kind of plan you have and what kind of results you expect to achieve. 

Also, I would appreciate it if you could briefly update me on how you and your wife are doing and how the little hero has grown.

I sincerely hope that your family will continue to live in peace.

Logan Smith, the hero I respect the most.

===========

…A hero I respect.

That was quite a burden for me, but I could understand his feelings and the current situation very well.

“I’ve read the letter. I’ll send my regards to the prince.”

I briefly expressed my thanks, and the ninja girl quietly nodded.

After that, she turned her back, likely eager to leave after delivering her message.

“Ah, could you wait a moment?”

But I still had something I wanted to ask.

I stopped the ninja girl, who had taken a step, and immediately asked my question.

“Will you be delivering the prince’s letters to me from now on?”

“……”

Silence. 

After a brief nod, I read her positive response.

“Then, this means we will be meeting frequently from now on. If you don’t mind, could you tell me what to call you?”

“……”

“……Won’t you at least tell me your name?”

I asked, just in case, but perhaps she wasn’t going to tell me after all.

I briefly wondered if this would only remain a professional relationship.

“Asha.”

Her sudden words made me look back at her, and she repeated her name as she covered her mouth with her scarf.

“My name, Asha.”


With that introduction, the ninja girl silently slipped away, vanishing into the early morning darkness.

Her presence disappeared completely in a short time, indicating that she had mastered the art of stealth.

Perhaps she had undergone harsh training from a young age.

“A child soldier, perhaps.”

It was a moment when I strangely felt a sense of kinship.

***

The next morning.

After breakfast, I immediately discussed the events from the previous night with Erina.

“So, you’re saying a young girl came in the middle of the night and handed you a letter with important content?”

“……I’m not saying you’re wrong, but I’d appreciate it if you were more careful with your words.”

What if Lona overhears and misunderstands?

Just as I glanced over at Lona, who was playing with her doll, Erina spoke with a worried expression.

“I’m saying this in advance, but no dangerous activities.”

“I know.”

“You know it’s not okay to go to a battlefield or hunt down some crazy monster, right? You understand that it’s unreasonable, right?”

“I think so too.”

Lona has power, but she’s still a child. 

She’s still too young to do harsh or cruel things… 

I’ve had enough experience in the battlefield from a young age, and I don’t want Lona to have to go through that kind of hardship.

“But the elders won’t just leave Lona alone, right? Those old men are nasty and selfish.”

Erina’s frustration, born from her worries, was now being openly expressed as she furrowed her brow.

I could relate to her frustration, but I couldn’t help but feel a bit bothered by the words she used.

She mentioned the elders in the royal court casually, and that hinted at her knowing a lot about them.

Had she met with them directly? 

No, perhaps she had encountered them when she was assigned to the medical corps and had dealings with the higher-ups during her time in the battlefield.

I let that thought slide, and as I turned my gaze back to Lona, Erina spoke up again, her eyes now focused on the little one.

“How about we talk to Lona about this?”

“Talk to Lona?”

“Since it’s something Lona has to decide, her opinion is the most important. Who knows, maybe through some career advice, we can figure out what path she wants to take.”

Saying this, Erina moved toward Lona, who was still playing with her doll.

She smiled warmly and asked in a gentle tone.

“Lona, what do you want to be when you grow up?”

“Ugh?”

“I’m asking what you want to do when you grow up. What dream do you have, Lona? Mommy is really curious!”

If we’re to achieve anything, we need to know what Lona wants first… 

So, we’re starting with a career consultation, huh?

It seems like Lona wouldn’t be opposed to something like that.

I thought I made the right decision in consulting with her about this. 

While I was thinking this, Lona, who had been deep in thought, suddenly broke into a big smile and spoke up.

“Du-nae-go-reu!”

“…What?”

“Du-nae-go-reu! Ttwejihan-ye!”

Once she began speaking, Lona raised her voice and her eyes sparkled with excitement.

Not understanding what she meant, I turned to Erina and asked.

“Do you understand what Lona is saying?”

“Ahahaha… She says she wants to defeat a dragon. She must have been really impressed by the fairytale book we read to her a while ago.”

A dragon…

That’s right, dragons did exist in this world.

But they were mostly legendary creatures, stories passed down over generations.

Even if they did exist, they’d be extremely hard to find, so Lona’s goal seemed like a fantastical dream, something that couldn’t be considered realistic by common sense.

Still, Lona couldn’t hide her excitement, even flapping her arms and passionately expressing her dream.


“Nona! Du-nae-go ja-ba-seo ike-ike, jeo-ke-jeo-ke! Geu-ne-ke du-nae-gol ttwejihan-ye-ga-kko!!”

“Haha, it seems like Lona really wants to meet a dragon.”

“Du-nae-go-reu! Du-nae-go-reu!!”

Lona was now showing more enthusiasm for meeting dragons than ever before.

Erina seemed troubled by this, but I could already sense a clearer picture of what we needed to do next from the words Lona had said.

“So, Lona’s dream is to meet a dragon, huh?”

Even if she might not actually meet one, achieving that dream would definitely require some steps along the way.


“Then, Lona…”

I was sure she’d find this suggestion interesting. With that confidence, I locked eyes with Lona and casually made a suggestion.

“How about we go to the Adventurer’s Guild together?”

An adventure to find a dragon.

Isn’t that the classic plot of a fairytale featuring a hero?



 
  Chapter 19: Joining the Guild


Adventurer.

By definition, it refers to someone who embarks on adventures. 

However, in this world, the term is primarily used to describe those who belong to a guild and undertake quests.

The qualifications for becoming one are relatively lenient—as long as one has no criminal record, no disabilities, and can provide proper identification.

Once someone becomes an adventurer, they take on a wide variety of tasks, ranging from simple chores like gathering herbs to more dangerous jobs like monster subjugation. 

By completing these tasks without discrimination, they naturally accumulate experience and achievements, eventually growing into seasoned adventurers.

And right now, Lona is in need of both experience and achievements.

From a personal standpoint, becoming an adventurer seemed like the most optimal career path for Lona at the moment.

However, the real question was whether Erina would allow it.

Considering Erina prioritizes Lona’s safety above all else, she might have a negative perception of adventurers, who often face all sorts of dangerous situations.

Thus, bringing up this suggestion required a fair amount of caution…

“Alright. I’ll allow it.”

“Are you sure about this?”

“We’re in a position where we need to achieve something. Besides, being an adventurer doesn’t always mean taking on dangerous jobs… More importantly, Lona gets really excited whenever adventure stories come up in fairy tales.”

“Mo-heom~♪ Mo~ heom~♬”

Lona hummed a tune while eagerly packing toys and collectible pebbles into her bag, as if she were going on a picnic. 

Her reaction made it clear that, just as Erina had said, she held a deep admiration for adventurers.

Yeah, if Lona herself was eager to do this, then there was no reason to refuse.

“However, before you officially become an adventurer, there are a few rules you must follow.”

“Rules?”

“These are absolute rules that must be followed no matter what. Do you understand?”

“…I’ll abide by them.”

“Then, Lona, come here.”

“Yes~”

After packing her backpack, Lona stood beside me.

Seeing this, Erina cleared her throat, crouched down to Lona’s eye level, and continued speaking.

“Lona, as you know, adventurers take on many different kinds of tasks. They travel to various places, and one day, you might even meet the dragon you’ve been searching for.”

“Dra-gon!”

“But dragons are mystical beings—you can’t just find them by searching randomly. To meet one, you must first make thorough preparations. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Yes! I will pre-pea!”

Erina smiled warmly at Lona’s response and gently patted her head.

However, her next words carried a weight that starkly contrasted with her previous gentle tone.

“Now, I’m going to tell you three promises that you must absolutely keep in order to become a proper adventurer.”

“Prow-mise?”

“Yes. These are rules you must never break, no matter what.”

With those words, Erina held out her pinky finger.

Sensing the seriousness in the atmosphere, Lona’s expression also turned firm as she focused on Erina’s words.

“First promise: Your main goal right now is to become a kind person to those around you.”

“Kind…?”

“Yes. Meeting a dragon is still an unrealistic goal for you. Instead of chasing after something too big, start by taking on small tasks, building experience step by step, and helping the people around you.”

Taking things one step at a time instead of rushing into difficult tasks—

This rule reflected Erina’s philosophy in teaching Lona.

For a child who still didn’t fully understand the concepts of justice and morality, instilling small virtues was more important than burdening her with a hero’s duty.

“Second promise: Before doing anything, always consult with Papa first and get his approval.”

“Papa, per-mit…”

“You’re still too young to know what you should and shouldn’t do. Until you can make those decisions on your own, you must always seek advice from adults like Papa—especially when it comes to dangerous matters.”

“…Okay. Ask Papa first.”

Lona nodded in agreement.

Seeing that, Erina’s voice grew even heavier as she spoke the final rule.

“And the most important, third promise: Never harm a life, no matter what.”

“Life… harm?”

“Yes. Life is precious.”

With those words, Erina quietly pulled Lona into a hug.

There was a faint sorrow in her voice.

It wasn’t just Lona—

Even I couldn’t remain indifferent to the weight of her words.

Because this third promise stemmed from experiences that I shared as well.

“Mama wants Lona to understand the value of life.”

Yes, she had been a soldier.

Though she had never been directly responsible for taking lives, she had witnessed comrades perish on the battlefield.



She had also seen enemy soldiers fall—simply because they belonged to the opposing side.

Before questions of good and evil even arose, those deaths were inevitable, dictated by her role.

And now, through her words, it was clear she did not want Lona to share those same experiences.

“Once a life is lost, it never returns. That means there is nothing more valuable or heavier than life itself. That’s why, until you become a full-grown adult, I want you to understand the weight of life and never stain your hands with blood.”

Finishing her words, Erina subtly shifted her gaze to me.

At that moment, I understood—

This wasn’t just a lesson for Lona.

“Do you understand?”

Just as she was taking on the role of Lona’s mother, I, too, was no longer a soldier.

I had to become a father now.

And that meant distancing myself from my past ways.

“…I understand.”

Hearing my answer, Erina finally smiled in relief and let go of Lona.

She pushed her back toward me and spoke.

“Then, I’ll stay home and watch the house, so you two have a safe trip.”

“Alright, we’ll be back.”

The moment permission was granted based on the three promises,

I left home with Lona, ready to take the first step on her journey as an adventurer, just as she had been hoping for.

“Alright then, Lona, let’s head out.”

“……. “

“…Lona?”

Normally, she would have been bouncing around with excitement by now.

Wondering what was wrong, I glanced down—

And there she stood, completely still, as if rooted to the ground.

Her eyes fixed on the ground, she muttered the same word over and over.

“Yassoku, yakku….”

Promise.

She likely had no idea how much weight that word truly carried.

Even so, she seemed to understand that it was something she had to keep no matter what.

Lona was holding on tightly to the promise she had made with Erina, etching it deep into her heart.

“Papa, yassoku!”

As if trying to share that resolve with me, she extended her pinky finger toward me at the end of her murmuring.

Seeing her unexpectedly serious expression, I couldn’t help but let out a small chuckle as I hooked my pinky around hers.

“Yeah, Papa promises too.”

Just like Lona, I carved the three promises into my heart,

Swearing to keep them no matter what.


***

The place Lona and I headed toward was the Adventurer’s Guild, located on the outskirts of town.

As always, it was bustling with adventurers from all over.

In fact, the crowd had noticeably grown compared to when I had first decided to settle in this village.

Now that I thought about it, the village chief had mentioned something recently—

The imperial family had been pouring in a lot of resources to support frontier exploration.

With such generous funding, it was natural that more people would be drawn here.

But at the same time, I couldn’t help but wonder…

Was this all part of someone’s plan?

Perhaps the empire’s high-ranking officials were trying to expand their influence here, knowing that a future hero was among us…

“Sanam, mana!”

“Yeah, there sure are a lot of people.”

Whatever the case, we were here now,

And today, Lona would take her first step as an adventurer.

Making my way through the crowd, I approached the guild’s reception desk and greeted the clerk.

“Got a moment?”

“Ah, Logan! It’s been a while since I last saw you.”

“Yeah, I took a bit of a break.”

Since I had taken on multiple requests before, I was already familiar with the staff, making interactions like this easy.

She maintained her usual polite demeanor as she asked,

“Are you here to take on a request today? Or perhaps you’re here to post one?”

“No, actually….”

“Nona! Monja-hannye!!”

Just as I was about to explain, Lona suddenly reached up,

Dangling from the counter as she lifted her face into view.

The clerk blinked in surprise, then slowly spoke.

“Oh… this child, she’s the one from before, right? The one you said you found where the light fell….”

Right, now that I thought about it, Lona had been to the guild once before.

Lifting her onto the counter, I got straight to the point.

“Can you grant this child adventurer status?”

“Excuse me?”

“I said, I’d like Lona to be registered as an adventurer.”

“Monja-hannye!”

Lona put on a determined expression, proudly announcing her intent to become an adventurer.

The clerk, looking as if she had just heard something absurd, adjusted her glasses and asked in a nervous voice,

“Wait… are you serious?”

“I am.”

“You do understand what being an adventurer entails, right? You’re not planning to take her into monster hunts or dungeon raids, are you?”

“Don’t worry. I’ll only accept safe, manageable tasks for her.”

“Still….”

“Is there an age requirement to become an adventurer?”

“…No, there isn’t.”

“Then there’s no issue. Please bring me the application form.”

The clerk hesitated, beads of sweat forming on her forehead.

At the same time, I noticed a shift in the atmosphere within the guild.

The surrounding adventurers had started paying attention to us.

“Wait, is that guy seriously asking to register that kid as an adventurer?”

“Is he crazy or just reckless?”

“What kind of idiot lets a kid become an adventurer…?”

Their voices were filled with confusion, disapproval, and outright disdain.

Even among seasoned adventurers, the idea of someone like Lona stepping into this world seemed absurd.

Of course, I had my reasons.

I wasn’t about to back down just because of a few whispers.

“…Is that application form ready yet?”

“Ah, y-yes. Here it is.”

The guild application was placed in front of me.

The format was the same as when I had first arrived in town.

The moment Lona received the form, she immediately started reading the text at the top, one letter at a time.

“Gi, in, du, si, in, teng, shyo….”

“Oh my, you can read?”

“Yep! I learned!”

Now that I thought about it, Lona had been learning to read and write from Erina on her days off.

In that case, filling out the application herself would be a valuable experience.

With that in mind, I took a seat beside her, watching as she carefully wrote on the form.

“I… num… No, o, na.”

“Not ‘Nona’—it’s ‘Lona.'”

“Ro… o… na. Sss… mi… tsu….”

“Now, write your mom and dad’s names in the family section too.”

“Mama’s name….”

Lona furrowed her brows in thought, trying to recall Erina’s name.

Then, after a moment, she turned to me and confidently said the name she remembered.

“Emmina?”

“…Watch your pronunciation.”

If she called her that, Erina would definitely scold her.

After correcting her, Lona continued writing our names, then moved on to the next section—only to frown at the unfamiliar word.


“Age… what’s that?”

“Ahaha, age means… um… how many birthdays you’ve had.”

“Birthdays….”

Lona tilted her head, lost in thought.

After a brief silence, she suddenly beamed and shouted,

“One!”

“…Excuse me?”

“One! Lona is one year old!”

…Oh dear.

It seemed she had interpreted yesterday’s birthday celebration as her very first one.

Seeing the guild staff’s confused expression, I quickly reassured her.

“I don’t actually know her exact age. I adopted her after she arrived in this village.”

“Ah, I see. Then we’ll just leave it as unknown.”

With some assistance from the staff and me, Lona gradually completed the form.

Her handwriting was shaky and uneven, but still legible.

After reviewing it, the staff nodded in approval.

“Alright, everything is in order. The application is officially accepted.”

“Lona did it!”

Was she that proud of filling out the form herself?

Regardless, with this, Lona had officially obtained adventurer status.

I was about to relax, but then the staff immediately brought up the next step.

“Now, it’s time for the entrance exam.”

“Exam? There wasn’t one when I joined.”

“Ah, well, you see… while you were on break, the guild leader changed.”

So the Guild Master had been replaced.

I owed the previous one quite a bit, so this wasn’t exactly welcome news.

More importantly, this meant the entry process had changed as well.

I asked for details, and the staff explained with a bitter expression.

“After the new Guild Master took over, they introduced new admission procedures. One of the biggest changes is that all applicants must pass an exam personally set by the Guild Master to qualify for request work.”

“The Guild Master personally tests newcomers?”

“Yes. It’s a screening process to ensure adventurers take their work seriously. However….”

Her gaze drifted toward Lona.

The concern in her eyes made it clear—the test wasn’t easy.

And that was troubling.

If this exam was too dangerous, I might end up breaking my promise to Erina.

Murmur, murmur.

As I hesitated, the guild suddenly grew restless.

Following their gazes, I turned toward the entrance—

And saw a massive man stepping inside.

The way the other adventurers glared at him spoke volumes.

“Ha, look who it is. The oh-so-great Guild Master.”

“What’s he here for this time? More trouble?”

“Damn bastard. What’s God even doing, letting this guy walk free?”

Disgust.

Hostility.

Their emotions were far too negative for someone holding the title of Guild Master.

As I processed the situation, an adventurer nearby leaned in and whispered to me with a worried expression.

“Listen… if you care about that kid, you should give up on making her an adventurer.”

“Because of the Guild Master?”

“Yeah. That guy treats the entrance exam as an excuse to torment applicants for fun. They call him the ‘Newbie Slayer.’ Trust me, half the guild has a story about getting humiliated by him.”

Great.

So the new Guild Master was notorious for his cruelty.


I felt a sense of unease and glanced down.

There, standing still, was Lona—staring blankly at the approaching man, completely unaware of the situation.

Then, as if fascinated, she suddenly pointed at him and shouted,

“Shiny! Baldy-baldy!”

…This kid.



 
  Chapter 20: The Trash Guild Master, Harold


Harold Grills.

The current Guild Master of the Adventurer’s Guild in Kalf Village.

He was once a soldier who had achieved great military feats in the battlefield years ago.

His skills were, without a doubt, those of an elite.

Recognizing his abilities, the military awarded him medals and power, allowing him to rise through the ranks. And as his promotions continued, so did his overwhelming arrogance.

‘I am strong. And being strong means I have the right to crush the weak under my heel.’

Was it because his natural talent was simply too exceptional?

Harold grew drunk on his own strength, and along with it, his contempt for the weak intensified.

His cruelty was not limited to enemy soldiers—it extended to his own subordinates as well.

He used violence against those who defied him. 

He suppressed anyone who displeased him.

Because as a superior, he could.

He firmly believed this.

Within the battlefield, he built his own little kingdom, completely enthralled by his authority.

But ironically, his reign came to an end the moment the war did.

No war lasts forever.

And the hierarchy of power that exists on the battlefield holds no meaning in times of peace.

Failing to understand this, Harold continued to wield his strength recklessly even after the war ended.

But society, bound by laws and order, did not tolerate him.

Everything he had gained—his status, his wealth—was stripped away as punishment.

The moment he lost it all, Harold was consumed by resentment.

Burning with a desire for revenge against the superiors who had abandoned him, he sought a new path to reclaim his status—

And so, he became an adventurer.

Given his talent, adventuring was easy for him.

In fact, compared to the strict discipline of the military, the freedom of an adventurer’s life suited him even better.

As he climbed through the ranks, the guild eventually presented him with two options:

Would he continue working as an adventurer, aiming for even greater heights?

Or would he accept a position within the guild and oversee a local branch as its leader?

Without hesitation, Harold chose the latter.

If he could stand above others once more, he would regain the authority he had lost on the battlefield.

‘Yes, if I become Guild Master, I can start having fun again.’

And so, Harold entered the guild’s administration and was appointed as the head of a guild branch—one that had been left vacant due to personal circumstances.

The Kalf Village Pioneer Settlement.

A frontier town bustling with adventurers seeking opportunity.

Harold felt nothing but delight and anticipation upon being assigned there.

A remote village meant that imperial laws were loosely enforced.

And a town full of adventurers meant an abundance of weaklings to step on.


“Listen up, you worthless lot! This place is under the watchful eyes of the Empire’s high-ranking officials! That means only the best adventurers will be selected to work here!”

With the recent influx of imperial funding, he even had a convenient excuse to act as he pleased.

Under the guise of “screening” adventurers, Harold freely used violence.

And once he had beaten them into submission, he graciously granted them their adventurer licenses.

Not out of mercy.

Not because he recognized their worth.

Simply because toys are best enjoyed when they aren’t completely broken.

‘Hahaha… A remote village full of desperate adventurers, and I get to rule over them? There’s nothing better than this!’

Yes.

In this town, he was a king.

With that confidence, Harold entered the guild once again, savoring the way the adventurers glared at him with disgust.

Swaggering up to the counter, he eagerly anticipated what kind of weaklings he would get to toy with today.

“G-Guild Master, you’re here.”

“Hah! What a foolish question! Of course, I’m here! This guild belongs to me, after all!”

Belongs to him, not something he was responsible for.

Emphasizing his authority, Harold’s shadowed eyes gleamed as he barked at the staff.

“Now then, since I’m here, I might as well do my job. Where are today’s new recruits?”

“U-um… that is…”

The staff member hesitated, sweating nervously.

Annoyed, Harold was about to lash out when—

He sensed something approaching from below.

Turning his gaze downward—

He saw a small girl with white hair, draped in a red cloak.

“Dammu-ee!”

The girl looked up at him and spoke.

Harold blinked in confusion.

“…What?”

“Moo-ee, patchee-patchee!”

Her words were closer to baby babble than actual speech.

Clicking his tongue in irritation, Harold waved a hand dismissively.

“Kid, this isn’t a place for brats like you. Go home and—”

“S-sir! Um, actually… that child is one of today’s adventurer applicants.”

“…What?”

Harold froze at the sudden interruption.

Looking down again, he saw the little girl raise her tiny hand, flashing a bright smile.

“Dammu-ee Aji! Annya!”

Once again, she spoke in incomprehensible gibberish.

But judging from her mischievous expression, it probably wasn’t meant to be flattering.

Feeling his irritation flare, Harold’s face twisted into a scowl.

His glare turned sharp as he leaned forward, looming over the girl.

“Listen here, you little brat. Do you even know where you are?!”

“Hoeh?”

The girl simply tilted her head in confusion.

Even when faced with that innocent expression, Harold didn’t stop. 

He raised his voice even louder.

“This is the Adventurer’s Guild! And not just any guild—it’s the core of the Empire’s frontier development! Right now, real adventurers are out there shedding blood and sweat to push the frontier forward, and yet here you are, a snot-nosed brat, thinking you can just waltz in?!”

The importance of pioneering, the struggles of adventurers—

Honestly, Harold didn’t care about any of that.

The only reason he was angry was that this situation was annoying him.

He had been looking forward to tormenting another batch of fresh recruits, only to find that the “new applicant” was a little girl who couldn’t even speak properly.

It was enough to ruin his mood.

“…Ungnya?”


Even after all his shouting, the girl simply tilted her head in confusion.

Her blank response only fueled Harold’s irritation. He was about to yell again—

But realizing how pointless it was, he just let out a long, frustrated sigh.

“Hah… Seriously. I’d love to meet the idiot who let a kid like this wander in here.”

“That would be me.”

A voice answered from beside the girl.

A tall man in a black cloak stepped forward.

Sensing his presence, Harold turned, his face twisted in anger. 

But the man remained calm, his voice steady as he spoke.

“You must be the new Guild Master.”

A simple, straightforward question.

Harold clicked his tongue, irritated by the man’s lack of formality.

“That’s right! I am Harold Grills, the rightful master of this guild!”

“Master?”

“What? A Guild Master is the master of the guild! What’s your problem? And who the hell are you?”

“…Logan Smith. An adventurer in this town.”

“Huh. Never seen your face before.”

“I’ve been on a break for a while. But I couldn’t help but notice how much the guild’s atmosphere has changed since I left.”

His voice remained completely neutral from start to finish.

And that really pissed Harold off.

Most new adventurers would cower in front of him.

But this man was standing there, calm and unshaken, staring straight into his eyes like he had no fear at all.

“…So, what, you brought your kid here to show her your workplace?”

Harold scoffed, shaking his hands as if brushing away something filthy.

“Alright, you showed her around. Now take her and get lost. Don’t come in here and make a mess.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”

Logan didn’t move. 

He held his ground.

Then, without hesitation, he lifted the little girl into his arms and stated firmly—

“I’m here today to register this child as an adventurer.”

“…What?”

“I said, I’m here to make Lona an adventurer.”

“Monja-hannye!”

The tiny girl puffed out her chest proudly, as if echoing her father’s words.

A father declaring his intent to turn a barely speaking child into an adventurer.

Even for Harold, who had seen all kinds of madness on the battlefield, this scene felt surreal.

“At first, I thought this was just some dumb joke… but you’re actually serious? You’re completely out of your damn mind.”

He had seen parents mistreat their children before, but this?

This was next-level insanity.

“Harold Grills.”

Logan spoke his name directly, looking him straight in the eyes.

“I don’t care what kind of person you are. I don’t care what you did before coming to this village.”

“What the hell—”

“All that matters to me is that you are the one in charge of this guild. And in order to be an adventurer here, one must pass the test that you have set.”

With that, Logan gently lowered Lona to the ground.

Then, giving her a slight push forward, he placed her directly in front of Harold and spoke again.

“So, will you allow Lona to take the test?”

Harold’s jaw tightened.

This man was insane.

That thought was at the tip of his tongue, but instead of saying it, Harold smirked.

If Logan was truly serious about making this kid an adventurer, then as Guild Master, he had to respond appropriately.

“Fine. Follow me. I’ll take you to the testing grounds.”

If they were going to go through with this, then he would do it his way.

No holding back just because she was a child.

A lion uses its full strength even when hunting a rabbit.

And as a strong man, it was only natural for him to thoroughly crush the weak.

***

Harold led them to the training grounds behind the guild.

He tossed a wooden sword to Logan, then took his position, gripping his own wooden blade.

“The rules are simple.”

“All you have to do is land one hit on me with that wooden sword.”

“Just one hit?”

“That’s right. If you can land a single strike, you pass. Easy, isn’t it?”

The rule itself was simple—

Something commonly seen in sparring matches.

When adventurers first heard the rules of the test, most approached it with confidence.

They had no idea that their examiner was a seasoned warrior who had earned countless military honors on the battlefield.

“That sounds fair.”

And just like them, the man standing before Harold now had no clue who he was dealing with.

Without hesitation, Logan accepted the conditions and placed the wooden sword into his daughter’s small hands.

“Listen carefully, Lona. All you have to do is hit that man over there with this wooden sword.”

“Dammu-ee Aji… hit?”

“That’s right. Remember when we played the bonk-hammer game? Just do it like that.”

“Okay!”

The girl nodded eagerly, as if she were about to play a fun game with her father.

Watching the scene unfold, Harold smirked and gathered mana into his wooden sword.

‘Hah, that fool must think that just landing one hit will be easy, even for a child.’

How utterly naive.

The battlefield was a place where life and death were decided by mere seconds.

To survive there, one had to be capable of blocking, deflecting, and dodging every attack that came their way.

Harold had mastered this skill, turning it into an art—

So much so that the sluggish swings of amateur adventurers looked as slow as crawling insects to him.

And now?

His opponent was a mere toddler who probably couldn’t even hold a sword properly.

“Nngh! Hnghh!”

Just as expected, the girl struggled under the weight of the wooden sword, groaning as she tried to lift it.

Harold let out a quiet chuckle, finding her pitiful display amusing.

Raising his own wooden sword, he loudly declared the start of the test.

“Alright, let’s begin! Don’t expect me to go easy on you just because you’re a kid!”

A lion does not hold back when hunting a rabbit.

Harold was already looking forward to this—

To crushing the weakest opponent he had ever faced.

With that excitement, he charged forward at full speed, raising his sword high above the girl’s head.

He would strike her with enough force to break every bone in her body—

To make her regret ever entertaining the foolish dream of becoming an adventurer.

“Huuuaaaahhh!!”

But the impact never landed.

Just before his sword could strike—

The girl, barely steadying herself, swung her wooden sword in desperation.

And the moment her blade connected with his—

BOOOOOOOM!!!

A deafening explosion rang out as Harold’s wooden sword shattered into splinters.

“W-What…?”

For a moment, he stood frozen, unable to comprehend what had just happened.

Meanwhile, the girl—her sword now touching the ground—gripped it tightly and took a deep breath.

She squeezed her eyes shut, struggling to hold up the weapon’s weight.

And at that moment—

She unleashed the overwhelming power swelling within her.

“AJIYAAAAAAA!!!”

Her tiny body trembled as the sheer force of her magic surged into the wooden sword.

Harold only realized what was happening when it was already too late.

The girl’s wooden sword—now crackling with raw energy—was already slamming into his body.


KAAAAAA-BOOOOOM!!!

A thunderous impact echoed through the training ground.

Harold was sent flying backward, his body flipping through the air before crashing into the ground, rolling violently across the dirt.

He finally came to a stop far from where he had started.

“Kuh… haah…!”

Struggling to breathe, Harold’s entire body trembled from the shock.

A shock unlike anything he had ever experienced before.

Not even on the battlefield.

How…?

How was this possible?

How could such overwhelming power come from a child’s hands?

“W-What the hell just happened…?”

Surely, this was some kind of illusion.

Clutching onto that desperate thought, Harold gasped out his question.

Logan, who had calmly approached him, responded in the same steady voice as before.

“Lona knocked you down.”

“…W-What?”

“I said, Lona defeated you.”

Logan’s tone was flat, as if this was simply the natural outcome of the test.

“That means she passed, right?”


Ignoring Harold’s dazed expression, Logan turned his attention back to the training ground.

Following his gaze, Harold forced his head to turn—

And there, standing proudly with her wooden sword raised high, was the tiny girl in the red cloak.

“Lona won!”

The little warrior’s face was beaming with joy.



 
  Chapter 21: The Monster Father and Daughter


When Harold regained his senses, he briefly reflected on what had just happened.

The wooden sword he had swung with all his might had been shattered by a stronger force, and as if that wasn’t enough, the sword that followed had struck him with such power that it sent his body flying.

And all of this had happened at a speed that made it nearly impossible to react to, with a force so overwhelming that even he couldn’t manage it.

“I can’t accept this!”

How could he accept it?

To think that he, the one who had been through countless battlefields, was defeated by a kid who could barely reach his knee.

“Ridiculous! What was that power just now? That kid, barely three years old, used Aura!? My sword, which has been through countless battlefields, was broken so easily!?”

“Nonna, Hanna, jjjal!”

“It’s not three years old on paper; it’s actually one.”

“That makes no sense! Do you think I’m a fool!?”

No matter what was said, it was clear that Harold interpreted it as mockery.

Because of this, Harold instinctively refused to accept the situation. 

It defied logic, and he couldn’t bear to admit that, as the guild’s leader, he had been defeated in such a humiliating way.

“Oh, right. You must have given that kid some artifact, right?”

Without thinking, Harold clung to the most plausible excuse he could come up with, feeling a strong sense of conviction as he tried to stick with it.

“Well, I don’t have any such thing, though…”

“Don’t lie! You must have found some artifact somewhere and attached it to that kid! Tell me I’m wrong!”

Truth didn’t matter at all to him.

If he believed it, then it was the truth, and he thought that alone would be enough to nullify the whole ordeal.

“You used some tools, not your own abilities, in a sacred trial to verify the abilities of an adventurer!? This trial is void! No, it’s not just invalid; you cheated! That kid will never be able to become an adventurer in this village again!”

Harold kept ranting, but Logan merely listened calmly.

When you really think about it, it was clear that Harold’s claims were absurd. 

The trial didn’t even exist when they first arrived in the village, and Lona had only participated using her own power.

If they could prove that in a more legitimate place, Harold’s baseless claims would be easy to refute.

Of course, that would require traveling to a higher-level facility, like the adventurer’s headquarters, but even if it took time, they would eventually be able to certify Lona as an adventurer.

“Monja, an dae?”

However, Logan had overlooked one important fact: the child’s ignorance.

She didn’t understand that the world didn’t function through mere force, and she could only judge the world by what was happening right in front of her.

Especially if harsh words, filled with emotion, were thrown directly at her, it would leave deep feelings of guilt and pain in the heart of a child who still couldn’t distinguish between good and evil.

“Nonna… Monja mote?”

Lona interpreted the situation as a failure of her dreams, and a tearful expression appeared on her face.


Seeing this, Logan silently thought to himself.

Even though she had great power, she was still a child. It was his role to protect her and guide her along the right path.

“…Wait a moment.”

Realizing this, Logan gently patted Lona’s head and reassured her, before walking over to Harold, who was fuming, and took a wooden sword from a nearby pile.

“By the way, didn’t you say that adventurers in this village are required to take the trial?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m also an adventurer in this village, so I must take the trial as well.”

As Logan spoke, he tossed the wooden sword to Harold.

Harold caught it and, laughing in disbelief, shot back at him.

“Ha, so you’re trying to pull some trick again…”

He had already concluded that Logan had no intention of fighting him seriously, so he didn’t see the point in engaging.

“You can use all your strength,” Logan said.

Before Harold could fully process the words, he paused and stared at him in disbelief.

“…What?”

“Whether you use enchanted magical equipment, special artifacts found in dungeons, or even poison, whether you aim for vital spots like the eyes or groin, it doesn’t matter. If you want to fight seriously, without any restrictions or limits, I’m willing to face you head-on with no regrets.”

A fight with no rules or restrictions.

It was the kind of battle you would expect in a blood-soaked arena, where no codes or boundaries existed.

It was something that should never have been allowed in an adventurer’s trial, where at least minimal standards must be upheld. But here was this man, facing him without a care in the world.

“Are you joking right now…”

“You said my daughter used underhanded methods to defeat you.”

Logan was certain that Harold’s anger stemmed from the insults he had thrown at his daughter.

In front of Harold, Logan quietly took a stance and held the wooden sword upright.

“If that’s the case, then it would be fair to fight from the beginning without any restrictions, wouldn’t it?”

“…Pfft.”

It was absurd.

There was a fool standing before him who was hastening his own doom out of emotional impulse.

“Pfft, hahahahahahahaha!!”

But it was exhilarating to think about crushing such a foolish man.

In that moment, Harold grinned, reaching into his pocket to pull out a bracelet, which he quickly slipped onto his wrist.

“Alright~ You’ve got some good equipment, so you want to show off your strength, huh? Fine, I’ve got something I’ve been wanting to show off too!”

The bracelet was a rare artifact, an item discovered in a dungeon formed around the tomb of the legendary mage Azule.

The Artifact

The artifact, plundered from the battlefield long ago, only enhanced Harold’s exceptional talents and soon became a trump card he reserved for decisive moments.

Once used, it would discharge and require a few days of rest to recharge, but as far as duration was concerned, it allowed him to demonstrate power that could even rival the knights protecting the royal family.

And using that power to crush a fool intoxicated by strength would certainly be an enjoyable experience.

Confident in that, Harold turned his unchecked excitement into raw energy and boldly positioned himself before Logan.


“Just so you know, when I go all out, I don’t show mercy. Are you sure you’re okay with that?”

Accept it.

Whether out of overconfidence or for revenge on his daughter’s behalf, if you pour all your strength into it, I’ll respond with all my power and throw you to the ground, humiliating you.

“…I won’t hold back.”

Logan, maintaining his calm stance, responded indifferently. 

Harold, provoked by the words, erupted with mana, charging at him.

“Ha-ha-ha! Fine, if that’s what you want, I’ll show you! I’m Harold Grills, the mad bear of the Western Front!”

Kwang!!

With a thunderous sound, Harold’s massive body surged forward. 

The wooden sword he swung around had an aura so powerful that it could pulverize rock.

Anyone who took the full force of it would be torn apart. 

Harold was certain that even if his opponent had some hidden strength, it would be shattered by his overwhelming power.


He didn’t realize that his own confidence would soon be crushed.

Tchaak!!!!

His wooden sword swung and then was effortlessly severed.

Harold’s sword and the aura surrounding it were rendered utterly insignificant.

‘What… what is happening…!’

Bang!!

The follow-up was a sound too massive to be the result of a punch.

Harold, who had been thrown to the ground by the unexpected combination of attacks, instinctively clutched his nose, which was bleeding, and began to recall what had just happened.

The sword wrapped in aura was destroyed. 

And in that split second, the magic barrier he had conjured was also shattered.

All the tricks and techniques powered by the artifact’s enhanced abilities were easily crushed, as if breaking the arm of a child.

…Why?

“Get up.”

But his opponent didn’t even give him time to understand.

In a calm voice, Logan threw a wooden sword from a nearby pile into the training arena.

“You can always replace broken weapons. Are you really going to admit defeat so easily, even though you’re supposed to be the examiner?”

His words were a subtle provocation, delivered in a manner so detached that it immediately gnawed at Harold’s nerves, causing him to lose his ability to think clearly.

“You… bastard!!!”

Yes, something was clearly wrong.

His sword, tearing through his aura. 

It must be some underhanded trick to deceive him.

Tchaak!!

But how could he capture the trick with mere accusations?

From the beginning, this fight had no rules. It was always meant to be like this.

Tchaak! Tchaak!!!

Regardless of the reason, Harold’s sword never touched Logan. 

Every swing was brutally cut down by Logan’s wooden sword, which sent pieces scattering on the floor.

By the time it had happened more than ten times, Harold began to regain his composure, feeling a chill creep up his spine as he realized he was being overpowered.

‘This doesn’t make sense. How… how is this happening?’

With his resistance fading, Logan slowly closed the distance between them.

Frozen in place, Harold could only direct his gaze at Logan’s sword, trying to analyze the situation.

The faint current in the air was barely visible, so faint it was almost impossible to perceive as aura.

‘No, it’s not faint…’

Harold realized what was happening.

The energy surrounding Logan’s sword was not just mana solidified into an aura, but something else.

Zing!

As the distance between them narrowed, an ultrasonic sound pierced the air. 

The physical movement was at an impossible speed, making it clear that the sound was produced by that speed.

Only then did Harold realize what was happening.

The aura his opponent wielded wasn’t a mere hardened form of mana shaped into a sword—it was a whirlpool, a chaotic, raging force that was gathered and wrapped around the blade.

It was like the wind created by a swordstorm. 

Shards of fragmented magic spun hundreds of times per second, grinding anything it touched, cutting it to pieces with brute, mindless precision.

‘What is that technique? I’ve never seen anything like it on any battlefield…!’

What artifact could be used to wield such a technique so effortlessly…? 

No, whatever it was, Harold finally understood: this was not a battle he could win.

Realizing this too late, Harold stretched out his hand as Logan continued to close the distance, as if pleading for him to stop.

“Stop! It’s enough! I’ll consider the trial passed…”

Crunch!!

Logan’s response came as his outstretched hand sealed Harold’s mouth, pinning him to the ground. 

As Harold’s view lowered, he found himself staring into Logan’s eyes.


“I can’t hear you.”

The cold voice, as chilling as the blood-red eyes, reflected nothing but a deadly resolve.

What stared back at him were eyes that held no trace of humanity.

The Butcher’s Eyes

In the brief moment that passed, Logan saw the lifeless eyes staring at the chunk of meat, knowing the warmth would soon vanish. 

These weren’t the eyes of a murderer, but rather those of a butcher processing meat, detached and indifferent.

“You didn’t hear the declaration of success, so that means we continue the trial, right?”

“Ugh, ugh… blub… blub…”

Harold, who was unable to scream as his mouth was covered, could only struggle with his frozen limbs. 

He was waiting for his fate, like livestock being dragged to the slaughterhouse, knowing death was approaching.

“Papa!”

At the sound of the young voice, the butcher paused, his gaze slowly shifting to the side.

There, a girl wearing a red cloak stood. 

A small life that had been taken by the butcher himself, someone who had fallen from the battlefield to this lowly existence.

“Yachokku!”

The girl raised her pinky and made a gesture, reminding the butcher of the three promises he had made to his companion.

First: To be kind to the people around him.

Second: To consult and make decisions together before doing anything.

Third: To never take a life, no matter what.

“Ck, huh…”

With that, the butcher regained his sense of reason. 

As he released Harold, the man’s body slumped to the ground.

Breathing freely now.

But still, no words escaped his lips.

“…Harold Grills.”

Logan called out to the silent Harold, turning away as he offered a final warning.

“Consider yourself lucky this isn’t a battlefield. If it were, things wouldn’t have ended with just a slap.”

If you do anything that irritates me again, I can’t guarantee what will happen.

With that, Logan walked away, leaving Harold behind with his daughter. 

Harold’s tension finally snapped, and he collapsed onto the floor.

Drip…

The warmth in his lower body made him feel embarrassed, but it was quickly overwhelmed by the fear of the monstrous father and daughter.

****

Lona passed the trial, and Harold would be unable to continue working with the guild due to his injuries.

Once I explained the situation, the staff immediately accepted it, and the surrounding adventurers seemed relieved, likely because they wouldn’t have to deal with Harold for a while.

After all, he had attempted to commit actions that were beyond common sense and completely unacceptable. 

He wouldn’t be able to carry himself with dignity after this.

With the situation roughly wrapped up by my intimidating him, the staff handed me a metal badge symbolizing the adventurer’s status.

“Here, take it. You should keep it safe and make sure not to lose it.”

“Okay!”

With that, Lona officially became an adventurer. I watched her happily put the badge into her backpack, and I took a moment to consider what our next step should be.

Now that she was an official adventurer, the next logical step would be to accept a quest.

Should we head straight to accept one?

No, it might be better to prepare some essential supplies first.

Something like camping tools for long trips, or maybe gathering tools…

“Papa!”

Just then, Lona’s voice interrupted my thoughts, and I shifted my attention to her.

“What is it?”

“Gomu.”

“…Gomu?”


Lona pointed with her pinky toward something. I followed her gaze and saw a group of adventurers talking amongst themselves.

Lona’s attention, however, was focused on the sword at their waist.

“…I suppose a self-defense weapon wouldn’t be a bad idea.”

That’s when the next objective became clear.





 
  Chapter 22: The Legendary Sword Excalibur


Weapons. 

Depending on how they are used, they can be seen as incredibly dangerous objects.

If used for self-defense, they simply serve as a protective tool. 

Aimed at a target, they could merely be hunting tools, but if pointed directly at a person, they could easily become a lethal weapon that crosses the line of ethics.

And Rona, being a young, innocent child, naturally faces numerous restrictions when choosing a weapon, even for self-defense.

The weapon must be light enough for a child to hold, have a good feel for use even without much skill, and most importantly, it must not have a sharp blade that could accidentally hurt her or someone else during use…

“I’m sorry, but we don’t carry those kinds of weapons.”

“…I guess it’s impossible?”

“Yes, this shop only carries equipment for adventurers…”

Rona was now an adventurer too, I thought to myself, swallowing those words. 

I glanced downward.

There, I saw Rona’s disappointed face, as she listened to the shopkeeper’s words.

“Nonna, gomu…”

It seemed like she was disappointed that she couldn’t find a sword that suited her in this store.

What should we do? 

It was probably going to be the same in other shops…

“Excuse me… You’re looking for equipment that this child can use, right?”

While I was pondering, the shopkeeper suddenly seemed to have an idea and shared his suggestion.

“If that’s the case, how about having custom-made equipment?”

“Custom-made?”

“Yes, instead of mass-produced items, you could place an order with a craftsman to make equipment tailored to the user. There’s a forge just beyond the hill to the south of the village. If you’d like, you could request a custom piece from there.”

A forge, huh. It was likely that we could get a good piece of equipment if we placed an order there. 

I thanked the shopkeeper for the suggestion and immediately began walking toward the hill with Rona.

“Dedangkano~ Dedangkano~ Gomu gomu Dedangkano~ ♬”

Perhaps she was excited to have found hope in the forge. 

Rona hummed a song cheerfully, but then, suddenly, she stopped singing and looked out toward the road.

Had she noticed something that caught her attention?

Curious, I followed her gaze and saw Rona running toward something that had fallen on the ground.

It was a wooden stick, something you could often see on the road.

Hoo-whoom, hoo-whoom.

Rona began waving the stick around in the air several times.

Afterward, she seemed satisfied, staring at the stick and smiling brightly.


“Ettchikanni-ba!”

“…Etchi?”

“Den-sone gomu, Ettchikanniba~!!”

Unable to contain her excitement, Rona ran around, bouncing with joy.

I paused for a moment, analyzing what she had just said.

From what I could gather, she seemed to be treating the stick as a sword, having given it a name… 

Ah, a named sword. 

Something similar came to mind.

The legendary sword Excalibur. 

The weapon once used by a hero, said to have played a crucial role in defeating the Demon King—a holy weapon that appeared frequently in various histories and fairy tales.

It seemed like Rona had projected the sword from the fairy tales that Erina had read to her onto the wooden stick in her hands.

Could it be that the reincarnation of the hero now dreams of wielding the hero’s weapon? 

If so, maybe it’s fate?

“Kannibaya!!”

As I was thinking this, Rona swung the stick energetically, shouting a battle cry. 

While her action was innocent and playful, I couldn’t just watch it without concern.

Perhaps because her battle cry was too strong, I felt the magic power being infused into the wooden stick. 

As it was swung, the magic released and shot forward.

Right in the direction I was standing…


Kwaaahh!!

I was hit directly, and my body was sent flying back, crashing hard into the ground of the plains.

I had momentarily forgotten. 

Seeing her playful movements was cute, but I should never let my guard down while looking after Rona.

Realizing that, I slowly stood up and turned my gaze toward Rona to check on her well-being.

Fortunately, she didn’t seem to have any injuries.

But as she looked down at her hand, a sad expression once again appeared on her face.

The wooden stick, which she had named and grown attached to, had shattered, unable to withstand the magic she had poured into it.

“Nonna, kanniba… Wuu…”

“…Looks like we need to add one more condition.”

And so, the condition of durability to withstand Rona’s immense power was added to the requirements for the weapon.

****

After the small mishap and realization, we finally arrived at the forge on the hill.

Kaang, kaang!

From the building where smoke rose from the chimney, the rhythmic sound of metal being struck echoed in intervals, signaling that this place was for smelting metal.

Just from the sound, I could tell. 

The hammering was powerful, indicating that the person here had considerable experience and skill.

“Hambuji!”

The person seemed to be an older man. 

He was hammering on a piece of iron placed on the anvil outside the forge, and Rona, intrigued, quickly approached to get a closer look.

Kang, kaang!

As Rona drew closer, I could feel the force of the hammering more vividly.

The vibrations from the strikes were strong enough to almost numb the skin, and the heat intensified with every blow on the metal.

“Hambuji, kangkau!”

As Rona stared at the blacksmith, amazed, she suddenly shouted. 

The old man stopped hammering and turned to glare at her with an angry voice.

“Shut up, you damn brat! Can’t you see I’m working here!?”

“…Hoe?”


Rona, frozen in place by the old man’s threat, stood still. I quickly pulled her close and stepped back from the work area, gently reassuring her.

“Let’s wait a moment.”

Fortunately, the old man didn’t seem to mind us watching from a distance, so we stood there, waiting for his work to be completed.

He continued hammering the metal, shaping it, and then cooling it in water…

“Phew. I tell ya, there’s not a part of me that isn’t sore. I should probably think about retiring soon.”

When the work was almost finished, the old man, patting his shoulder, noticed our presence and gave us a sideways glance.

“Hey, what are you two staring at? Come to watch?”

“Excuse me, sir. We came to request a custom piece…”

“A custom request? Heh, I see some young adventurers who just heard about it and think they can order a weapon from me.”

“…Is there a problem?”

“No problem. I’ve been making a living off of this, so it’s not an issue,” he said, though his tone was sharp.

He didn’t outright refuse, so I felt relieved. 

He then settled into a chair outside the forge and introduced himself.

“Alright, I haven’t seen your faces around here before, so let me introduce myself. I’m Rex, the blacksmith here.”

“I’m Logan, an adventurer. And this is my daughter…”

“Nonna!”

“…Rona, please.”

“Heh, a dark-haired dad and a white-haired kid. That’s easy to remember.”

Despite hearing our names, it seemed like he was going to remember us by the color of our hair. 

Well, I didn’t think much of it—if that was his way of doing things, so be it.

He then abruptly changed the subject, continuing in a blunt tone.

“So, you came here for a custom request, huh? Let me tell you, I can make decent equipment, but if you’re looking for a masterpiece, you’ll need to head to the big city and find a famous craftsman.”

“We’re not looking for anything too extravagant. We just need a simple self-defense weapon for my daughter.”

“Oh, I see. That kid there… Wait, no, you mean this one?”

Rex stared blankly at Rona, obviously surprised.

Rona, perhaps used to interacting with adventurers, pulled out her adventurer’s badge from her bag and proudly showed it off.

“Nonna, Monja!”

Having dealt with many adventurers, she probably knew that adventurer certificates were something blacksmiths recognized.

It seemed that Rex understood, and after a chuckle, he looked back at me.

“Ha, I’ve lived a long time, but I’ve never seen a kid who couldn’t even speak properly come asking for a weapon. Looks like I’ll see everything before I die. I’ve been making things for full-grown adults my whole life, and now I’m gonna make a weapon for a snot-nosed kid…”

“Is that a problem?”

“A problem? Well, I’ll make it, but wait, hold on a second.”

Rex stopped in the middle of his sentence. He scratched his chin and fell deep into thought, and then, as if an idea had struck him, he snapped his fingers and called into the back of the forge.

“This could be an opportunity. Wait here for a moment.”

“Understood.”

“Polka! Come out here! Polka!!”

At his loud call, a small sound of movement came from inside the forge.

“Ah, yes! Just a moment! I’ll be right out… Huh!?”

Crash!!

“…Oh boy, when is that clumsy kid going to get it together?”

Apparently, this wasn’t the first time something like this had happened. 

Rex clicked his tongue, unfazed by the commotion, as a messy-looking girl emerged from the forge.

She had brown, unkempt hair and a modest, somewhat plain appearance. 

But the apron and goggles she wore gave off a faint impression of being a craftsman.

“I-I’m sorry, Grandpa! Um… Ah, are you customers?”

“Yes, they’re customers, so start with a proper greeting.”

“Ah, yes!”

At Rex’s gesture, the girl quickly ran up to me. 

But after briefly looking up at me, her gaze turned away, and her head lowered deeply.

She seemed a little shy, not accustomed to facing people. 

With that nervousness, she cautiously spoke to me.


“Ah, hello. I’m Polka, an apprentice working under Grandpa Rex.”

“Nice to meet you.”

Being an apprentice meant she was likely training to become a blacksmith herself.

That made me wonder why she was being called out in front of us.

“Hoe!”

Just as I was thinking that, Rona, wide-eyed, stared at Polka without blinking.

Polka, clearly uncomfortable with the intense gaze, began to sweat nervously, her body trembling.

“Uh, w-why are you staring like that? Did I do something wrong…?”

“Jaga.”

“…Eh?”

“Jaga! Cheowmu!”

Rona shouted, amazed, while looking at Polka, who was standing there, confused and unsure of what was going on. 

I interpreted Rona’s words for Polka, explaining what she had said.

“She’s never met a kid as small as you. I think she’s surprised since she’s only met adults in this village.”

“Uh, oh. Really? Well, there aren’t any kids my age in this village, but… um, I’m small too, aren’t I?”

“Hoe?”

“Oh, no! I didn’t mean it like that… I-I’m sorry! I’m not good with words!”

Polka, flustered, waved her hands around awkwardly.

Seeing this, Rex clicked his tongue in frustration and then turned to look at me.

“As you can see, she’s a nervous and shy kid, but other than that, I’ve raised her to be useful. She should be able to make a weapon for your daughter.”

“…Can she really make a weapon?”

“Wouldn’t she do a better job making a child’s weapon than an old man like me? Well, since it’s come to this, Polka, go ahead and make a weapon for that kid.”

“Eh, eh?”

Polka’s eyes went wide in surprise at the unexpected request.

After realizing what was going on, Polka waved her hands around anxiously and hurriedly said, “W-wait, Grandpa! 

You want me to make a weapon? 

You said I’m still an apprentice and that I’m not ready to make anything yet!”

“Do you think I’d have you making weapons for adults if you can’t even handle a metal ingot? Kids should make kid weapons.”

“B-but…!”

“Well, I thought you needed some real experience, and now’s your chance. Since you’ve got the job, take it as an opportunity and do your best.”

“Ah, wow….”

The young apprentice sighed heavily, clearly overwhelmed.

Seeing her struggle, I turned to Rex with a concerned expression and carefully asked, “Is it really okay to have her gain practical experience like this?”

“Don’t worry about my granddaughter. Worry about whether you’ll get a weapon you’re satisfied with. And as a favor for her apprenticeship, I’ll only charge for the materials.”

He left us with that final note and went inside the forge to give us some space.

Now alone with Polka, she nervously gulped, clearly tense, and then asked cautiously, “Um, um… I’m still inexperienced, but I’ll do my best.”

“Alright. We’re the ones who should be thanking you.”

With no other options, I decided to go ahead and trust Polka with the task.

After my decision, Polka carefully turned to Rona and asked, “So, first of all… What kind of weapon do you want? Do you have any designs or similar products in mind?”

“Etchikanni-ba.”

“…Etchi?”

“Denshoni gomu etchikanniba!”

Rona proudly stated her request with confidence.

Polka looked at her with a blank expression. 


I then quickly interpreted Rona’s words for her.

“She wants a weapon like the legendary sword Excalibur.”

“Eeeeeh!? Excalibur!? No-no-no-no-no, that’s impossible! How could I make something like that!!”

“Calm down. What Rona’s asking for is just the name, nothing more.”

This… I’m really worried if she’ll be able to pull this off from the start.



 
  Chapter 23: The Little Warrior’s First Adventure


Anyway, we had secured the possibility of getting a weapon for Lona.

Afterward, I took some time to consult with Polka about crafting a weapon suitable for Lona.

A weapon that is light and safe enough for a child to handle, yet durable enough to withstand Lona’s strength…

Rumble!

To give Polka a better idea of what we were dealing with, I took her to a nearby meadow before diving into the design process and showed her Lona’s strength.

With a flick of a branch imbued with immense magical power—

The ground was torn apart, and even the thick bedrock cracked. 

Polka’s jaw dropped in disbelief.

“T-This… this was that child’s doing? Unbelievable…”

Her reaction was understandable.x

After all, a girl much younger than herself had displayed power that even seasoned mages would find hard to match.

However, the branch Lona used as a medium was left in a shattered state.

I patted Lona, who looked heartbroken over her broken branch, and turned to Polka with a question.

“So? Do you think you can make a weapon that can withstand her strength?”

It might be a tall order.

Finding a material light enough for a child to wield but tough enough to endure such raw magical power wouldn’t be easy.

“Hmm…”

Even so, Polka seemed to have an idea as she rested her chin on her hand, deep in thought.

After a brief silence, she glanced back at me and asked cautiously:

“Just to confirm—lightweight and short is ideal, right?”

“Exactly. While her output is high, her physical strength is still that of a child. It should be something she can hold and swing with one hand.”

“In other words, the material should be as light as possible… But to maintain durability, it would naturally become heavier… “

“No, considering her strength stems from magic rather than physical ability, a material highly responsive to magical energy could work.”

“If we also use a forging technique that enhances elasticity, it should resist physical impacts to some extent…”

Muttering to herself, Polka gradually sank into her thoughts.

The timid impression I first had of her faded away, replaced by an air of seriousness.

Maybe she was shy, but when it came to her craft, she was focused and diligent.

“So? Do you have any materials in mind?”

“Hmm… The first ones that come to mind are mithril or orichalcum. Both are lightweight and durable.”

“…Both of which are practically impossible to obtain right now.”

Mithril is an alloy requiring a master smith’s special forging techniques, while orichalcum is a legendary mineral found only in remote, mysterious regions.

Not only are they astronomically expensive, but they are also incredibly rare.

And there’s no way Erina would approve of spending that much just to make a single weapon.

“Ah! That’s it!”

Suddenly, Polka’s face lit up as she dashed toward her home.

Thinking she had found a solution, I followed her inside the blacksmith’s workshop with Lona in tow.

The room we entered was cluttered with books.

Judging by the covers, which bore titles like Forging Techniques and Weapon Encyclopedias, this must be where she kept her reference materials.

“Let’s see… Here it is!”

After rummaging through the shelves, Polka pulled out a thick book.

Flipping through the pages, she finally stopped and held the book up for us to see.

“If we harvest material from this creature, we can make a weapon suitable for Lona.”

“…Tonnyong?”

Just as Lona said, the illustration resembled a turtle-like creature.

However, its body was covered with tough, stone-like growths. 

What stood out the most was that the creature’s habitat wasn’t the sea but a barren plateau.

“It’s a Terradrake,” Polka explained.

“Terradrakes mainly feed on microorganisms and digestible soil. Some of the earth they consume is processed internally to reinforce their outer shell.”

“So, those mineral-like growths on its body come from that process?”

“Exactly. The shell and scales are formed from condensed soil, while microscopic metals emerge on the surface as crystalline structures.”

“These crystals are lighter than steel but extremely resilient, absorbing physical impacts efficiently. 

“More importantly, they are highly receptive to magical energy, making them ideal for crafting magic-infused equipment.”

A material that is lightweight, safe, and can channel Lona’s vast magical power… This might just be the perfect solution.

“To-nyong… nyooong…”

While Polka and I discussed, Lona became fixated on the word “Terradrake,” repeating it softly to herself.


Curious, I watched her, and soon enough, she burst out enthusiastically:

“Tonnyong, Doonagor!”

“Uh… what? Skull?”

“She’s saying ‘Dragon.’ It seems she thinks the Terradrake is a kind of dragon.”

“Uh… Well, technically, they’re closer to land turtles or salamanders…”

“Tonnyong-gor!”

Since “dragon” was in the name, it seemed to capture Lona’s imagination.

Leaving her to gaze excitedly at the illustration, I turned back to Polka to continue our discussion.

“So, if we obtain minerals from a Terradrake, we can craft a weapon for Lona. Do you think we could find some at the market?”

“It just so happens that it might be difficult. When I ran an errand for Grandpa at the material shop a while ago, they didn’t have any in stock” 

“Ah, but it’s not completely impossible to find. According to the compendium here, there’s a habitat for earth dragons on the plateau a little further from here.”

So, I could either request material collection from the Adventurers’ Guild or go and gather it myself.

In that case, there was nothing more to deliberate.

Having reached a decision, I turned to Lona to explain my plan.

“Well then, Lona. Daddy’s going to search for the earth dragon now, so you should head back home to Mom and—”

“Two-nyong-goor!!”

“…Lona?”

“Nonna, two-nyong-goor fetch!!”

Her bright, eager eyes sparkled with excitement as she shouted with innocent enthusiasm.

“More-um! Nonna, more-um!!”

“Uh, Lona? If you go too far, Mom will worry. Besides, it could be dangerous…”

Didn’t I already promise Erina to avoid doing anything risky?

Going outside the village wasn’t even part of today’s plans. 

Considering the risks, it seemed best for me to go alone. 


But despite my reasoning, Lona’s face fell into a heart-wrenching pout.

“Nonna, more-um, can’t?”

“…Well.”

Was she really that excited to meet an earth dragon?

While I hesitated, Polka, who had been watching quietly from the side, cautiously shared his thoughts.

“Um, I heard that earth dragons are gentle. As long as we don’t provoke them, they shouldn’t be dangerous. If she just watches while we gather the materials…”

“…I guess there’s no helping it.”

Right—an earth-dwelling beast shouldn’t pose much of a threat.

Besides, it was only a day’s trip. Nothing was likely to go wrong in such a short time. I decided to lighten my heart and embrace the journey ahead.

***

And so, after quickly preparing, we set off beyond the village.

As we followed the road, Lona cheerfully waved a stick she had picked up somewhere, singing at the top of her lungs.

“More-um~ More-um~ Two-nyong-goor fetch~♬”

…She really must be looking forward to meeting an earth dragon.

Polka, walking slightly behind us, watched her with an amused but weary smile.

“She’s certainly full of energy.”

“Yeah, she’s a lively one.”

Are all kids like this? 

I wondered. 

But then again, Polka—also a child—was dragging his shoulders under the weight of his backpack.

I turned to him and asked carefully, “By the way, Polka, are you sure you’re okay coming along?”

“Well… to be honest, I’m a bit worried. This is my first time collecting materials outside the village.”

Just like when we first met, his lack of confidence was apparent.

Even so, in his eyes, I could still see the same curiosity and passion he showed when discussing weapon materials.

“Still, earth dragon minerals are incredibly delicate. If you don’t know how to harvest them properly, you might upset the dragon, and worse, damage the materials. Since I know how to handle the minerals, it’s better if I come along to help.”

“…I just hope we’re not making you push yourself too hard.”

“N-No, it’s fine! I’m doing this to gain experience anyway. And since my grandpa gave me this opportunity, I want to prove I can contribute like anyone else.”

Despite his young age, his dedication to becoming a craftsman was clear.

Well, the trip wasn’t particularly dangerous, so it should be fine.

As I encouraged his ambition and pressed on, Lona, who had been walking ahead, suddenly stopped in the middle of the road.

“Lona?”

“…Goo-moo-moo.”

She was looking intently at the opposite side of the path.

Following her gaze, I spotted a green, gelatinous mass wriggling on the road.


“…A slime.”

Slimes—creatures formed from tree sap or marshy substances infused with magic over time.

They’re incredibly common, springing up anywhere magic exists. 

Scholars still debate whether to classify them as living beings or magical phenomena since their gelatinous bodies lack conventional organs but are held together by a magical core.

“…What should we do?” Polka asked.

“Well, it’s not dangerous, so we could just walk past it.”

Occasionally, when their numbers increase, the guild issues subjugation requests. 

But as individual creatures, they’re harmless and lack aggression.

I was about to suggest we move along when I noticed that Lona’s attention was still fixed on the slime.

“Lona, what’s wrong?”

“…Hooding.”

“What?”

“Hooding, hooding!!”

Her eyes sparkled as she licked her lips—just like when Erina made her pudding.

Realizing her misunderstanding, I hurriedly tried to stop her.

“Lona, wait—that’s not pudding—”

“Achyaaah~!”

Before I could finish, she leaped forward with a loud boing, diving straight into the slime.

With a wet squelch, her body sank deep into the gelatinous mass, leaving only her kicking legs visible.

Sighing, I rushed over to pull her out of the sticky creature.

“…Are you okay?”

“Bleh… yuck!”

She gagged, spitting out bits of slime that had somehow made it into her mouth.


“Batsu batsu batsu yucccc…”

“…Of course it does.”

What did she expect? 

It’s basically magical mud and sap.

As I wiped the slime off her with a handkerchief, I spoke gently to soothe her disappointment.


“When we get home, let’s ask Mom to make real pudding. But first, we need to find the earth dragon—okay?”

“…Okay. Sniff.”

Still sniffling, Lona nodded in agreement.

I patted her head affectionately and resumed our journey.

Accidents like these, I mused, might actually help her learn more about the world.



 
  Chapters 24: Cherish This Meeting


It had been several hours since we left the village and followed the road.

Now, deep in the wilderness, Polka stopped in front of a steep cliff, scanning the map in her hands before sharing her thoughts.

“If we get past this rocky mountain, we’ll reach the Terradrake’s habitat right away. But the path up isn’t easy. If we don’t have a way to climb, we’ll have to take a long detour.”

“Did you bring any climbing gear?”

“Ah, no… I’ve never climbed a cliff like this before…”

Polka glanced upward as she spoke.

Her face went pale at the sight of the towering cliff, making it clear that she wasn’t used to climbing such heights.

Well, that made sense. 

A child barely ten years old wouldn’t have much experience scaling mountains.

But if we took a detour, we wouldn’t make it home by tonight.

There was no choice—I had to step in.

“Polka, can you hold on for a moment?”

“Huh? What do you—Wah!?”

Without hesitation, I hoisted Polka onto my shoulder and quietly stepped onto the cliff, my gaze fixed on the peak.

I needed to judge the best path up from here.

“It’ll be fast. Close your eyes if you’re scared.”

“H-Huh? Scared of what? Wait, are you listening? Mr. Logan, hold on—!”

Boom!

The mana concentrated in my foot exploded, propelling me upward.

Using the burst of force, I quickly stepped onto the protruding rocks, leaping from one to the next.

The terrain wasn’t ideal for standing still, but it was sturdy enough to support my weight for brief moments.

Each time I found my balance, I unleashed another burst of mana, pushing myself further upward until we reached the summit.

Good.

After years away from the battlefield, I was worried my skills might have dulled…

Maybe keeping up with Lona in training had helped after all.

“Uwaaah… My head is spinning… W-What just happened? Gravity flipped, the world turned into lines and blurred together… D-Did I just fly? Why did we stop? Did I crash? Am I alive!?”

“You’re fine. No injuries.”

It took a few minutes to calm Polka down.

Once she finally regained her senses, she swallowed hard and looked down at where we had started.

Her expression wavered between awe and terror.

“T-That’s where we were just a moment ago? You really climbed all the way up here in an instant?”

“It wasn’t much.”

“Not much!? Even top-tier adventurers would struggle with that! M-Mr. Logan… are you even more amazing than I thought?”

“…I’ll leave that to your imagination.”

I had no interest in boasting about my battlefield exploits.

With Polka settled down, I turned to the cliff’s edge, preparing to descend again.

I still had to bring Lona up.

“Now, I’ll go get Lona. Wait here for a moment, Polka—”

Boom!

A sudden explosion roared from below.

Alarmed, I quickly looked down, just in time to see something soaring past my field of vision, shooting high into the air.

And amidst it all, I heard a familiar voice.

“Wheeeeeeeee~~~~!”

“Lona!?”

No way—did she just leap all the way up from the base of the mountain in a single bound?

As expected of a warrior’s strength…

But ironically, Lona’s power was all about sheer force.

She could launch herself high with explosive strength,but she had no way to maintain it—
meaning she couldn’t stay in the air.

“Whoa, that’s dangerous!”

The moment Lona lost her momentum and began to fall, I quickly caught her and rolled toward the sloped side of the mountain.

Had I reacted a second too late, we might have tumbled straight down.

Yet, as if she had no understanding of the danger, Lona simply spread her arms wide and beamed up at me.

“That was fun!!”

“…Now’s not the time to be enjoying this.”

Seriously, where did she get this love for reckless stunts?

Unamused by her carefree attitude, I set her down on the ground and gave her a firm reprimand.

“Lona, you can’t just unleash your power recklessly like that. Did you forget the second promise you made to your mother?”

“Mommy… second promise…?”

“You agreed to always consult Dad before taking action. If you suddenly use your power like that and an accident happens, your mom will be really sad.”

If she had done this when I wasn’t around, it could’ve led to a serious disaster.

That was exactly why I had to drill this lesson into her now.

“From now on, if you’re going to do something like this, talk to Dad first. Understand?”

“…Understood.”

Lona murmured as if repeating my words to herself.

Then, after a short pause, she held up her finger and pointed at me.

“Daddy too. Understood?”

“Huh?”

“Daddy too, must talk to Lona first!”

“…You mean I should have consulted you too?”

“Understood!”

She emphasized her words with a frown, glaring at me as if I were the one who had broken the promise.

So that’s how she saw it—since I had acted without saying anything, I was also in the wrong.

Thinking about it, I had indeed made the same promise to Erina.

“Alright. Next time, I’ll consult you before making a decision too.”

“Okay!”

Only then did Lona nod in satisfaction.

Smiling, I ruffled her hair before turning my gaze to the distance.

Beyond the cliff we had climbed, our next destination awaited.

And beyond that, the forests, mountains, highlands… a vast landscape stretching all the way to the horizon.

“Whoa…”


Lona gasped in awe as the scenery unfolded beneath the bright sunlight.

It was probably her first time seeing such a view.

As I watched her get lost in the sight, I found myself unconsciously drawn in as well.

I could count on one hand the times I had stood this high and admired the world below.

And even then, I had always been too preoccupied with darker thoughts, staring at the ground rather than looking up.

Had I just lifted my gaze a little back then, would I have noticed how grand and beautiful the world could be?

“The view is amazing. I… I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

Polka’s voice brought me back to the present.

Like Lona, she had become absorbed in the scenery, her earlier fear replaced by quiet wonder.

Realizing that, I felt a sense of ease and decided to continue our conversation.

“Is this your first time on an outing like this?”

“An outing…?”

Her hair swayed in the mountain breeze, and beneath it, I caught a glimpse of a bittersweet expression.

I had a feeling I knew what that meant.


That was the kind of emotion only a child who had matured too early could show.

“I’ve never really gone on an outing like this before. Ever since Grandpa Rex took me in, I’ve only worked at the forge… And my other family members, well, they passed away in an accident.”

“…That’s a tragic story.”

“I’m not sure. I barely have any memories of my parents. I only know it’s supposed to be a sad thing because that’s what others say.”

She felt bitterness, but not quite sorrow.

For her, it might have been something she had already accepted as normal. But to an outsider, it was a little heartbreaking to witness.

A child should grow up knowing their parents’ love. Without it, they risked becoming lonely and melancholy adults.

“…Lona is actually in the same situation as you.”

Perhaps because I felt sympathy for her, I found myself looking at Lona with even greater affection.

“The same situation?”

“She was alone when my wife and I found her. And just as we had no children of our own, she came into our lives.”

She may not have been our blood, but I could only hope we were allowed to love her all the same.

That she would grow up differently from me. 

That she would become a kinder, stronger person than I ever was.

“There may always be something missing in life. Sometimes, things we never wanted to lose will be taken from us. But those empty spaces don’t have to remain forever. The people we meet, even by chance, can fill those gaps in our hearts.”

I reached out and gently ruffled Lona’s hair.

Then, with the same warmth, I reached out my other hand and placed it on Polka’s head.

Hoping that the light Lona had brought into my life could reach another child who had endured the same loneliness.

“So treasure the people you meet. If you do, Lona might just be the one to fill the emptiness you feel.”

“……”

Polka lowered her gaze.

For a moment, she remained silent, her eyes slowly shifting toward Lona.

Lona, still lost in admiration of the landscape, her eyes twinkling with excitement.

Polka’s gaze remained uncertain, hesitant—but there was a hint of courage there too.

“…Yes. I’ll do my best.”

Her voice was quiet, but steady.


I hoped that this meeting, this bond, would grow into something meaningful.

“I know I’m still lacking in many ways, but… I’ll do my best to craft a weapon that she likes. One that she’ll trust me with, over and over again.”

So if everything worked out, Lona’s weapons would be in this girl’s hands from now on.

I could only hope that this relationship lasted, that they became good friends.

Rising to my feet, I turned my attention away from the scenery.

“Alright, break time’s over. Let’s head down.”

“A-ah, okay. But, um…”

Polka hesitated, her body tensing with nervousness.

“How exactly are we getting down?” she asked, her voice trembling.

“Don’t worry. I’ve mastered the technique of stepping down along the cliffside.”

“…Huh?”

Polka’s face immediately drained of color.

***

By the time we made it down the mountain…

Polka’s legs had completely given out, and she clung to my back, shivering in sheer terror.

“Uuugh… I c-can’t… I never want to do that again…”

“Don’t worry. The worst part is over. We’ll be at our destination soon.”

“But… that means we have to climb back up when we return, right?”

“Hmm, yes, I suppose so.”

“Waaah…!”

What a tearful child.

As I wondered how to console Polka, I noticed Lona, who had been walking ahead, suddenly stopping and looking around.

“Lona, what’s wrong?”

“Nonna, beep beep!”

“…Beep?”

“This way!”

Without another word, Lona dashed off.

Worried she might cause another accident, I quickly followed her. 

By the time I caught up, she had stopped at a rocky ledge, her head peeking over the edge.

Had she spotted something?

I crouched beside her, keeping myself hidden as I followed her gaze.

There, crawling across the ground, was a reptilian creature.

It resembled a crocodile, but its back was covered in a tough shell, and crystalline yellow formations protruded from its body.

The moment Polka, still clinging to my back, caught sight of it, she gasped and exclaimed,

“Ah, we found it! It’s a Terradrake!”


A Terradrake—the creature we needed to find in order to craft Lona’s weapon.

Unlike her earlier fear, Polka now gazed at it with curiosity and excitement.

However, in stark contrast, Lona wore an expression of clear disappointment.

As if she couldn’t hide her letdown at what stood before us.

“Terradrake… not real dragon…”

“That’s right. A Terradrake isn’t a true dragon.”


She had been so excited at the idea of meeting a dragon, so this must have been a bit of a letdown.

Even so, I decided to ask just in case.

“But you still want to play with the Terradrake, don’t you?”

“Yeah! I like Terradrake too!”

Well, whether it was a true dragon or not, it was still an interesting creature.



 
  Chapter 25: The Remnants of a Dragon


Now that we had found the Terradrake, it was time to get to work.

Since Polka was the expert here, I decided it would be best to follow her lead and listen carefully to her instructions.

“Before we start, there’s something we need to do first,” Polka explained.

“…What’s that powder?”

“It’s mineral powder. Terradrakes can taste minerals in the soil, and they prefer areas with rich, high-quality minerals,” she replied.

Saying that, Polka poured the powder from her pouch onto the ground.

After mixing it thoroughly into the soil, she added water and began shaping it into a solid form.

“Like this—we mix the mineral powder with the surrounding soil to create food for the Terradrake.”

“I see. So you’re luring it with food?”

“Terradrakes feed on soil, so unlike carnivorous creatures, they aren’t inherently aggressive. But if they feel threatened, they will attack. On the other hand, if they recognize us as a source of food, they might show goodwill.”

Since what we needed was the crystalline formations growing on the Terradrake’s body, it was best to collect them without unnecessary conflict.

As Polka carefully molded the food, Lona stared at it intently, her eyes filled with curiosity.

“Hoee…”

Was she fascinated by the process?

I watched her reaction closely, and soon enough, Lona’s face lit up with realization as she cheerfully exclaimed,

“Poo!”

“…What?”

“This looks like poo!”

“N-no! It’s just soil mixed together to make food…! Ugh, but now that you said that, it really does look dirty!”

“Hehehe!”

…I recall hearing that children find dirty jokes amusing due to their underdeveloped sense of hygiene.

I’ll have to remind Erina to educate her properly later.

Setting that thought aside, I turned to Polka, who was still focused on making the food.

“How much do we need to make?”

“Hmm… Terradrakes live in groups, so if we want to gain their trust, we’ll need a lot of it.”

“Then share some of the mineral powder. We’ll help make more.”

“O-oh, okay! Here you go.”

And so, we sat in a circle, making food for the Terradrakes.

I followed Polka’s instructions, shaping the soil, while Lona, instead of making the food properly, started molding the soil into various shapes.

Did she see this as some kind of sandplay?

As I watched her work, she suddenly held up her creation toward me.

“Papa! Look!”

Was she asking for my opinion?

I took a closer look at her work—it had a rough, angular shape.

At first glance, my immediate impression was… unpleasant.

Come to think of it, she had compared Polka’s creation to poop earlier… Surely, she hadn’t actually made—

“Lona… what is this?” I asked cautiously.

Beaming, Lona proudly declared,

“Rock!”

“…Ah. A rock, I see.”

A rock made of sculpted dirt.

A strangely profound piece of work.

Rumble.

Just as we had been shaping the food for a while, a deep growl echoed through the air.

I immediately tensed and turned toward the source of the sound.

So, a Terradrake had come to us first.

Polka tensed up, staring down at the food in her hands.

“Ah, it must have smelled the minerals and followed them here.”

It was unexpected, but in a way, this was better.

I signaled to Polka with my eyes, and after a brief hesitation, she nodded and prepared to offer the food.

Or so I thought.

“…It, it won’t bite my hand, right?”

Instead of extending her arm, she stood frozen, her uncertain eyes darting toward me, looking as if she might burst into tears at any moment.

“Didn’t you say that Terradrakes are docile unless provoked?”

“I-I did read that in books… but this is my first time seeing one up close. W-what if it suddenly lunges at me? What if the one in front of us is just an unusually aggressive one?”

It seemed that the gap between theory and reality was too much for her to handle.

I let out a quiet sigh and gently took the food from her hands before stepping forward.

The Terradrake flinched warily but was clearly interested in the food.

Carefully, I extended my hand toward it.

“…Would you like to try it?”

Rumble.

The creature inched closer, sniffing at the food.

Then, it slowly extended its tongue, taking the food into its mouth and chewing it cautiously.

As it savored the taste, I could see its tense posture gradually relax.

Satisfied, it opened its mouth expectantly for more.

Taking this as a good sign, I handed over another portion while reaching out to gently stroke its head.

Good. This should be enough to show that we weren’t a threat.

“Lona, come here and pet the Terradrake.”

“Hai Hai!”

Unlike the still-nervous Polka, Lona eagerly approached the creature.

As her small hands brushed against its scales, the Terradrake leaned in closer, adjusting its position to make it easier for her to pet.

“Hehehe~ Good dragon, nice dragon~”

The bonding process was going smoother than expected.

Just as I felt relieved, Polka suddenly gasped, her eyes darting around in alarm.

“Th-they’re gathering! More Terradrakes are coming!”

“Perfect timing. Polka, try feeding them too.”

“O-okay, I’ll try!”

Now that I had confirmed feeding them was safe, Polka hesitantly stepped forward and offered food to another Terradrake.

Gradually, as she gained confidence, she even began petting them.


It didn’t take long before the once-tense atmosphere was completely replaced with ease.

Realizing that the moment was right, Polka took a deep breath and reached for her backpack, pulling out a set of tools.

“A-alright. Since we’ve bonded with them, I’ll start the extraction process.”

“Are you sure you can do it?”

“I-it’s fine. I know it’s not dangerous now… Besides, I’m the only one here who can properly handle minerals.”

With a serious expression, Polka took a hammer and chisel and carefully tapped at the crystalline formations growing on the Terradrake’s body.

Clang, clang!

The metallic sound echoed as she chipped away at the edges, loosening the crystals from the creature’s flesh.

Once the base was freed, she used tongs to carefully extract the crystal.

Throughout the entire process, the Terradrake remained still, seemingly unfazed.

“It’s surprisingly cooperative.”

“For Terradrakes, these crystals are actually impurities. It’s kind of like eye gunk or pus that builds up under the skin.”

So, it was more of a relief for them to have it removed.

That made things much easier.

So, from a Terradrake’s perspective, we’re like cleaners scrubbing away unwanted filth.

Wild beasts and civilized people forming a symbiotic relationship… that was certainly an interesting experience.

As I continued observing the process, I noticed something—Polka’s hands had stopped trembling.

She had fully entered a state of deep concentration.

“Do you need my he—… Never mind.”

I had met many artisans on the battlefield, so I understood. 

The focus of those who worked with metal could rival even the most hardened warriors.

Best not to disturb her.

Instead, I turned my attention toward Lona, who should have been watching nearby—

Wait. 

Where was she?

“Lona?”

“Kyawu~!”

It didn’t take long to find her.

Somehow, she had already wandered off quite a distance and was now gleefully riding on the back of a Terradrake that had begun to move away from the area.

Honestly, if I so much as blink, she ends up somewhere else. 

I can never let my guard down.

Fortunately, the Terradrake wasn’t trying to shake her off, nor was it moving particularly fast.

I followed them, watching closely, when Lona suddenly began swaying side to side, humming a tune.

“Du-neh-gohr, Du-neh-gohr, Du-neh-gohr~♬”

Was riding a Terradrake that exciting for her?

Well, I suppose it was an experience she’d never have if she stayed in the village.

I trailed behind her, keeping an eye on things, when she eventually slid off the creature’s back.

That’s when she noticed something.

“Papa!”

“…A cave?”

“Cave?”

“It’s a natural hole in the earth, sometimes leading to deep tunnels, sometimes just a dead end.”

Caves could serve as a safe shelter or a perfect hiding spot.

But without knowing what lay inside, they could also be dangerous and easy to get lost in.

I was about to tell her to stay away when—

“Bzzzt!”

A faint glow flickered from the tip of Lona’s hair.

That light—

It was the same mysterious glow that had appeared when we encountered Izolde, the enigmatic collector.

“Something’s here!”

I was about to caution her against rushing in when she turned to look at me.

Her usual carefree expression was replaced by a serious one.

She wasn’t impulsively running in—she was waiting for my decision.

Right, we had made a promise.

She would always consult me before taking action.

“…If it gets dangerous, you come out immediately. Got it?”

“Yep! Let’s go!”

The moment I gave my approval, Lona dashed inside.

I followed close behind, stepping into the dark cavern.

But even in the pitch-black space, Lona’s glowing hair illuminated the path ahead, acting like a natural lantern.

The more I saw it, the stranger it seemed.

The power of a Hero…

“Bzzzt! This way!”

As if responding to the intensifying glow, Lona quickened her pace.

I followed after her cautiously—

Then, I saw it.

A vast chamber hidden within the cave.

And in the center of it—

“…This is—”

The first thing I noticed was the glow piercing through the darkness.

Sunlight filtered through the cracks in the cavern’s ceiling, casting an ethereal glow upon the scene below.

An enormous skeleton lay before us, its sheer size overwhelming the senses.

Lona, her eyes wide with wonder, took hesitant steps forward.


“Hoeeeh….”

Was she shocked by the sheer scale of the thing?

It was only natural. 

Even with all my experiences, I found myself stunned at the sight of such an enormous being.

“A Terradrake…? No, it’s even bigger than that.”

The skeletal structure resembled that of a reptile.

But its scale was beyond anything that should exist in the natural world.

This wasn’t an ordinary creature—this was something out of legend, myth, or fairy tales.

“Could it be… a dragon’s remains?”

“Du-neh-gohr….”

Lona approached the skeleton, her round eyes fixed on its form.

She had always wanted to meet a dragon.

And now, even if it was only a remnant of the past, she stood before one.

But unlike her usual self, she wasn’t excited or bouncing around.

She simply stared in silence—awed, overwhelmed, perhaps even reverent.

Then—

“Ah!”

As if noticing something, she snapped out of her daze and dashed toward the skeleton’s interior.

I watched as she rummaged around before returning, something clutched tightly in her small hands.

“Papa! Rock!”

A stone?

At first glance, it seemed like an ordinary rock.

But the more I looked at it, the more familiar it seemed.

It resembled the one we had given Izolde before—though its color was slightly different.

Had Lona’s Heroic power led her to it?

Why was she drawn to these stones?

And why was one of them here, among a dragon’s remains?

What exactly were these stones?

Izolde had valued them highly—so much so that she had willingly traded a relic for one.

Crack!

But my questions would have to wait.

At that moment, I felt it—

A shift.

The cracks in the ceiling widened, sending shivers down my spine.

“Lona, over here!”

Something was coming.

I didn’t know what, but I wasn’t about to wait and find out.

I scooped Lona into my arms and sprinted out of the skeletal remains, taking cover behind a large boulder.

And just in time—

KWOOM!

The ceiling collapsed with a thunderous roar.

“Papa! Feathers!”

“Shh. Stay quiet.”

I placed a hand over her mouth, urging her to silence.

This was bad.

I focused my gaze beyond the dust and falling debris—

And then I saw them.

Flap, flap.

A fluttering sound, like feathers slicing through the air.

Descending from the now-gaping ceiling, they landed gracefully.

Humanoid—yet undeniably inhuman.

They possessed large bird-like wings in place of arms, and their lower bodies ended in talons reminiscent of raptors.


A winged race…



“Avianfolk…?”

Avianfolk.

A species of intelligent beings said to inhabit the distant island nations across the sea.

But what were they doing here?



 
  Chapter 26: Consultation with Dad, Consultation with Lona


“Other races.” A term referring to intelligent species besides humans.

In this world, various intelligent species existed, each with its own origin, lifespan, and distinctly different ways of life.

Of course, not all of them were hostile to one another. 

There were many, like elves or dwarves, who had long histories of interacting with humans.

But unlike them, the Avian Tribe had traits fundamentally incompatible with humanity.

With wings capable of crossing oceans, they were freer than humans, but lacked the need to develop civilizations rooted in fixed settlements. 

As a result, they retained many savage tendencies.

So why had such a barbaric race suddenly arrived in this human-centric continent en masse?

Even if this land was still untouched by the Empire… could it be that they were migrating here as an entire species?

“Target confirmed. Just as the advance team reported.”

While I was still pondering the implications, the Avians gathered around the dragon’s bones began pulling out ropes and tying them around various parts of the skeleton.

Despite lacking hands, they worked with surprising skill using only their feet.

Each of the massive bones was securely fastened with ropes, and the Avians began lifting them one by one using their talons.

The purpose was obvious—they already knew the dragon bones were here and came specifically to take them away.

“These bones are huge. Even separating them won’t make them easy to carry.”

“No wonder Lord Iskaban brought the entire flock with him.”

Their conversation floated toward me as they continued their task, their wings fluttering and claws working in rhythm.

Realizing that their chatter could be valuable intel, I hid behind a boulder and sharpened my hearing.

They were a race fundamentally at odds with humans.

If they clashed with humans—or were planning to—I needed to pass this information on to the guild or the Imperial Court.

That was my initial thought—just gathering intelligence.

But then…

“Heh heh… I can’t wait to see the looks on the other Demon King’s army idiots when they see these bones.”

The moment I heard those unexpected words, I instinctively held my breath.

The Demon King’s army? 

These creatures were with humanity’s enemies? 

The same army that’s wreaking havoc across the continent even now… and the ones that Lona, the future hero, would one day have to face?

“We really got lucky. Who would’ve thought we’d find such a treasure on a routine recon mission?”

“If we deliver this to the Demon King’s army, our tribe’s contribution points will skyrocket. Lord Iskaban might even climb the hierarchy. And our tribe will gain greater influence.”

“I can’t wait to see how many idiots will be groveling beneath us. Not that they aren’t already, thanks to our wings. Kaak~ kakakak!”

Laughter echoed throughout the cavern, amplified by the acoustics of the stone walls.

As they began hoisting the dragon bones into the air using the ropes tied to their bodies, a tension I hadn’t felt since the battlefield surged up from within me.

I still didn’t fully understand why they were working for the Demon King’s army—but I knew enough.

They were enemies of humanity. They were trying to expand their power. And they were taking the dragon bones to do it.

But the truth was, I was alone.

I couldn’t take on a whole army of Avians—not by myself. 

And even more so because I now had a child in my arms that I needed to protect.

“Mmph, mmph…”

“Stay still, Lona.”

Whatever the case, it was time to retreat.

I made a quick decision and dashed silently toward the cave’s exit, avoiding detection. 

Thankfully, the Avians had no interest in the exit; they were coming and going through the collapsed ceiling above.

That was easier for them, since they could fly.

“Phew…”

“Sorry, Lona.”

I didn’t remove my hand from Lona’s mouth until the presence of the Avians had completely faded.

Even then, Lona’s bright eyes sparkled with fascination as she turned back toward the cavern we had just escaped.

“Papa! Birdies! Flappy-flap!”

“I know it’s interesting, but you mustn’t get close to them.”

“…Hoe?”

“They’re dangerous. They belong to the Demon King’s army.”

Someday, we would have to face them.

But that day wasn’t today.

I was sure of that—and the certainty only made my need to get Lona out of here even stronger.

“You don’t want to make Mom worry by doing something dangerous, right?”

“…Mm.”

“Good. Then let’s go back for now.”

With Lona’s curiosity quelled, I held her close and made my way toward the exit.

I had to regroup with Polka, who was still working nearby, and get us out of here.

BOOM!!

But just as we stepped outside, something heavy crashed down in front of us.

I pressed my back against the cave wall and hid quickly, alarmed by the sudden impact.

It was something like a boulder—or so I thought.

“Kurr… keuhh…”

A faint whimper came from the creature that had crashed to the ground.

It was a Terradrake, a native creature known for its gentle nature.

But its body and limbs had been mangled from the fall. Its thick shell, meant to protect it, had instead magnified the impact of the crash.

“KAAK~ KAAHAHAHAHA!!”

The same shrieking laughter I heard before now echoed from above.

When I looked up, I saw the Avians again—lifting a Terradrake with their talons into the sky before swinging it violently through the air.

KWAANG!!

As the Terradrake crashed to the ground with a thunderous boom, the surrounding rocks trembled and violently burst into shards.

The impact was powerful enough to shatter boulders—naturally, the Terradrake’s body was completely mangled by the fall.

The avian-folk circling above, who had thrown it down, burst into laughter, soaring gleefully through the skies.

“Kyaahaha! I thought they were tough to hunt because of their hard shells, but turns out you can just smash them by hurling them down like this!”

“Oooh, you tossed it pretty far! Not bad, not bad!”

“Hey, look at this one. It broke in such a hilarious way!”

“Kehaha, looks like we’re gonna have a bit of fun before heading out.”

Hunting…

Yes, the avian-folk were hunting Terradrake.

But it wasn’t just hunting—it was cruelty and mockery, plain and simple.

They exuded an arrogant delight at being able to easily defeat these creatures, who only knew how to hide in their shells, simply because they had wings.

“…The Demon King’s army.”


That malice burned itself deep into my chest just from watching.

“So this… is the Demon King’s army.”

It wasn’t for survival.


It wasn’t to protect their people.

It was violence committed purely for amusement—abuse and slaughter for sport.

And those were enemies I could never allow myself to coexist with.

“Tonong… Marnie’s papaa…”

Lona must never witness something like this.

With that, I quickly turned away from the grisly scene and rushed toward where Polka was supposed to be.

“Polka, Polka!”

Calling her name cautiously, wary not to be heard by the avian-folk.

But what awaited me at the site wasn’t Polka—only what looked like her footprints.

Maybe she had fled in a hurry—then was possibly caught, unable to run any farther.

“…No way.”

My eyes slowly turned upward.

Across the plateau, above the skies, up toward the tall, jagged cliff the flock was flying toward—

Yes, that mountain must be their base.

And if so, then Polka was likely taken there.

“…Lona, from now on, I need you to listen very carefully.”

With that assumption in mind, I knelt down in a hidden spot among piled-up boulders and gently set Lona down, speaking to her in a calm but firm voice.

“Until I get back, don’t leave this place. If any of those people come looking, you run—no matter what. Never let yourself get caught. Understand?”

“Pappa… Polka…”

“Please, listen to Daddy.”

Lona was still a child.

Too young to face the Demon King’s forces.

Just like Polka—still an apprentice craftswoman, focused on her training, still a child who should never have to endure the cruelty of such monsters.

Which meant the one who should take responsibility and go save her… was me.

“Nyaaaah!!”

But just as I tried to convince her, Lona suddenly let out a fierce cry, her protest exploding like fire.

“Lona…”

“Lona go too!!”

A fierce determination lit up her eyes.

It wasn’t the first time I’d seen that look.

She had the same gaze when Erina was kidnapped.

“No, Lona. This time is different from when it was about Mommy.”

Back then, the enemies were at least people we could speak to.

But now… what lies ahead are savages—beings full of hatred, a force of pure evil.

There was no mercy or respect in what they did—only cruelty.

And if anything went wrong, the only thing that awaited would be a pitiful and tragic end.

Because even the slightest chance of that outcome existed, I had no choice but to firmly oppose taking this child with me.

“Please stay here. I’ll go save Polka and bring her back…”

“No! Lona help save Pokka too!!”

“…Lona.”

“Mama! She said! Fwens! Never weave dem behind!!”



That you must never abandon your friends.

Lona echoed Erina’s teachings as she picked up a fallen branch and stared fiercely at me.

Her eyes were on the verge of tears.

Yet they still held a firmness—willpower strong enough to hold back even that sorrow.

“Tandamu!”

And then she said, as if trying to persuade me in turn:

“Papa tandamu! Lona too tandamu!!”

A promise—one we made long ago.

If I remembered that vow, how could I now so easily cast aside the voice of a child asserting herself like this?

No—was it even right to cast her aside in the first place?

A Hero is someone who stands for what is right.

And maybe this moment—this surge of will to save a friend—is just another part of that Hero’s instinct awakening within her.

If I, the one responsible for guiding her down the right path, snuffed that out…

Could I truly say I was doing the right thing?

“…Lona.”

After wrestling with that conflict, I finally reached a compromise.

With a reluctant sigh, I placed my hands gently on her shoulders and said:

“Listen to Daddy very carefully, okay?”

If a Hero fighting the Demon King’s army was inevitable,

And if this was a part of awakening her sense of justice…

Then the best I could do was respect that will—

And ensure I bore the most dangerous burden.

“You can handle just that much, right?”

“Mm!”

“…Alright.”

And with that promise sealed between us, I carried Lona on my back and stepped toward the rocky mountain where the avian-folk had flown.

“Let’s go. Let’s bring Polka home.”

All the while bracing myself…

That what lay ahead might be an even harsher ordeal than the wars I’d faced in my past.

***

Meanwhile, at the mid-point of the rocky mountain some distance from the Terradrake’s habitat—

“Aaaaaaaghhh!!”

As the avian-folk’s talons released her, Polka’s small body tumbled mercilessly along the rocky ground.

It hurt. 

Of course it did—she’d been dropped like an old rag with no regard for landing.

And yet, Polka didn’t dare cry out in pain.

Because around her, countless fierce-faced avian-folk with black feathers surrounded her, including the one who had kidnapped her.

“H-Hieek…”

It was a scene no child could endure.

While she struggled to catch her breath, one of the laughing avian-folk suddenly shouted toward the top of the mountain.

“Boss! We caught a little human runt near the dragon site!”

“…A human runt?”

Responding to the call, a massive avian figure flew down from above and landed heavily before.



His thick talons cracked the ground beneath him, making Polka shrink back in terror.

The avian-folk’s leader looked her up and down, his fierce eyes gleaming—

Half with curiosity, and half with expectation.

And not a hint of caution—

Because to him, humans weren’t even worthy of hostility.

They were clumsy, ground-bound fools who relied on tools—completely inferior compared to the sky-dominating avian tribes.

“Krahaha! So this little human was poking around near the dragon bones, was she?”


For one so laughably weak to show up near his target…

It was amusing enough to pique his interest.

He stepped closer to Polka, introducing himself with an almost playful tone.

“So, little one~ mind telling me why you were hanging around in Lord Iskaban’s hunting ground?”

Iskaban.

Chieftain of the Steel-Wing Tribe.

And one of the newly appointed officers of the reborn Demon King’s Army.

In front of him…

Everyone felt despair and fear.



 
  Chapter 27: Rebellion of the Inferior Species


“Hic… Hnnn…!”

Tears spilled.

In a situation far too overwhelming for her to handle, that was all a child could do.

And even that didn’t escalate into full-blown sobbing—because instinct told her that provoking the creature before her was an absolute mistake.

“Oho, why do you cry so pitifully, little human?”

Amused by the display, Iskaban grinned broadly and crouched to examine the shivering Polka.

“Could it be… that you’re afraid of me?”

He whispered into her ear.

As if to dig into the heart of a small girl.

“Are you so scared you can’t even speak? Hm!?”

“Hiieek! I-I’m sorry! Please forgive me! I’ll do anything, just please, please spare my life!!”

Unable to endure the intimidation, Polka curled into herself and trembled. 

The surrounding avian warriors burst into loud, cackling laughter.

It was mockery toward the weak—contempt for the inferior.

These were creatures of the sky, soaring above all others. 

And now, as part of the Demon Lord’s new army, they had even discarded whatever shred of restraint they once had. 

No one in this place could stop them now.

“Grahahaha!! Pathetic little wretch! Our hatchlings go hunting not long after birth. But you? Of course, a human child with no wings or claws would be this weak and scared.”

Spreading his Steel-feathered wings wide, Iskaban went on mocking the helpless human girl.

“Right, all you ground-crawlers are cowards. You try to compensate for your lack of claws by crafting tools and weapons—but needing such things only proves your weakness. And then you have the gall to pretend you’re strong, parading around in power like it means something. It’s laughable, really.”

Iskaban of the Steel Wing Tribe.

Leader of his kind, and now a chosen officer of the newly formed Demon Lord’s army. 

To him, this continent he now set foot on was beyond contempt.

Why?

Because this land revolved entirely around humans.

Those pathetic creatures, unable to even cross wide oceans without ships, had the nerve to rule over territories far vaster than anything his people called their own. 

All because they happened to settle down in the right places.

Despite their pitiful limitations, they claimed dominion over vast stretches of land.

To the sky-dominating avian tribes, this was an intolerable offense.

“And that’s why I’m so damn irritated right now.”

Thoom!

His clawed foot slammed into the ground.

The impact sent cracks through the rocky floor, flinging shards in all directions.

“Inferior whelp.”

Flexing his strength, Iskaban now addressed Polka directly, curled up in fear.

“Why, exactly, were you wandering around near our hunting grounds? Care to answer again?”

Her breath froze. 

Her heart pounded.

She knew, instinctively, that a wrong answer could cost her life.

“I-I’m sorry! I’ll give you everything I gathered! Please, just forgive me!”

Desperate to survive, the little artisan hurled a pouch toward them. 

Inside were crystals she had harvested from Terradrake.

Dragon cores—plentiful and essentially worthless to avian folk, who didn’t even view them as edible.

“Hey! What the hell is this garbage!? You trying to mock us!?”

“Hiiieeek! I-I’m sorry! I’m really sorry!!”


Bursting into tears from the scolding, Polka sobbed uncontrollably.

Just as Iskaban began to scowl at the sound, nearby avians chimed in.

“Chieftain, I think the whelp genuinely knows nothing.”

“Yeah, human kids are dumb. Even if there is a dragon corpse here, there’s no way she’d understand its value.”

“…Ah, I see. So this little inferior brat was just bumbling around in our territory without knowing anything?”

“Yes! R-really! I don’t know why you guys are here, I didn’t see anything, I won’t tell anyone anything, so please, please just let me go…!”

Tears streamed down Polka’s face as she pleaded.

The pure, unfiltered desperation in her voice should’ve signaled innocence—but instead, it only riled Iskaban further.

“KAAAK-KAAAK-KAAAK! ‘Let me go’? Are you giving orders to me, Iskaban!? You ground-dwelling insect!?”

“N-No! That’s not what I meant…”

“Inferior whelp. Seems like you don’t know your place, so allow me to educate you.”

CRACK!

His claw slammed into the child’s shoulder.

Not enough to break her, but enough to grind pain through her body.

Even as the young artisan writhed in agony, Iskaban continued to monologue his twisted philosophy.

“The moment you were dragged here, you lost the right to choose anything. Because the strong always decide the fate of the weak. From now on, your life or death depends entirely on my mood.”

He twisted his claw left and right.

As if playing with a toy.

As if this small, trembling girl was nothing more than a fragile object he could break on a whim.

“Maybe tearing you to shreds right here is just for fun. Or maybe to eat you… Or maybe just because you annoyed me. Can you finally feel it now? That everything—your life, your pain, your fate—depends not on your will, but mine?”

“A-Ahh… P-Please…”

“Ohhh, yes. Go on then, beg for your life. Try appealing to sentiment, or maybe try bargaining… Come on, do something—anything—that might make the weak little you change my mind! Kaaah~ Kakakak!”

“…Hhic.”

Polka, unable even to cry anymore, could only gasp helplessly for air.

And as if to say even hiding in the darkness wouldn’t be allowed, Iskaban  swung his clawed foot resting on her shoulder and forcibly lifted her up.

“Well, I suppose… there is one bargaining chip you might have. Thinking about it, humans tend to be quite protective of their offspring. No way they’d just let a little runt like you wander around alone, right?”

He made her look him in the eyes.

“Speak. Who else came here besides you? If you tell me with your own mouth who your group is, I might just spare your life.”

Betray your companions to save your own skin.

It was the mercy of the strong—

And to the weak, it would feel like hope.

All she had to do was give him what he wanted, and she might just make it out of this alive.

“A-And… if I tell you, what… what will you do…?”

But hearing that, Polka felt no hope.

She was still young, sure. 

But she knew—

She knew that sacrificing others for your own sake was wrong.


“Of course I’ll make an example. If they annoyed us for any reason, they’ll suffer for it.”

And standing before her were beings of greed and cruelty.

Anyone who caught their attention would be turned into playthings for their vile amusement, tortured to death in despair.

That was the fate waiting for her companions.

They hadn’t spent much time together, but they were still the first customers who trusted her with their weapons.

She couldn’t.

The ones who gave her the courage to take her very first steps as a craftswoman.

The people she hoped would share not only their time, but her future.

There’s no way she could betray them with her own hands.

“I… I came alone…”

No way she’d ever do that.

“I-I came alone… to collect… the Terradrake… scales…”

WHOOOOSH!!

Before her sentence could even finish, Iskaban ’s claw came slashing through the air.

Polka’s small body was lifted off the ground and began to float.

Iskaban  had grabbed her and spread his wings.

“A truly foolish choice, little runt of an inferior race. Did you really think I’d believe that some kid who can’t even survive in the wild came all the way here alone!?”

“Hyaaaah! AaAAaaAAaAHh!!”

Rising into the sky, farther and farther from the rocky mountains.

Polka’s tiny body trembled, clinging helplessly to the claws wrapped around her.

“Lying kids must be punished. Shall we fly up to the clouds and drop you from there?”

“A-aah… Aaaah…”

Unable to endure the threats any longer, Polka foamed at the mouth and began to lose consciousness.

But even that likely only further tickled Iskaban ’s sadistic instincts.

Just as he prepared to climb higher—

Some of his underlings who had stayed behind in the mountain rushed over, shouting urgently:

“Ch-Chief! We have a problem!”

“We’re under attack! The guards below were taken out!”

THUD!!

Iskaban  returned to the rocky mountain and hurled Polka’s body to the ground.

Her skin scraped and bruised in several places, but the state of some inferior runt’s body meant nothing to him.

“An attack? In my territory, someone caused a commotion?”

Displeasure dripped from his voice.

His subordinates flinched as he spoke, and soon more of them arrived, carrying wounded allies.

Each of them had their feathers mangled, bleeding from several places.

Iskaban scowled at the sight.

The wounds showed control and experience—

They were being hunted by someone who knew exactly what they were doing.

“Speak. Who attacked you?”

“A… human… Suddenly… infiltrated the mountain…”

CRACK!!!

His claws struck without hesitation, crushing the speaker’s head.

The others flinched in horror, but Iskaban continued swinging his foot in rage.

“A human? You’re telling me some pathetic creature without wings or claws did this to you!?”

“S-Sorry… Kugh!”

“No, no… There’s no way some human scum would dare face our Steel wing Tribe head-on. It had to be some kind of trick, right? An ambush? How many of those cowardly humans attacked you?”

To dare humiliate him like this—

The shame he felt in this moment… he would repay in rivers of blood.

His subordinates hesitantly answered.

“O-One…”

“…What?”

“It… it was just one person… All the guards below were defeated by… one…”

WHOOOOSH!!!

The wind swallowed their words.

And in the moment Iskaban caught the scent of blood in that breeze, every Steel Wing tribe warrior in the area felt their instincts go on full alert.

The being approaching with the wind at his back—everyone instinctively knew he wasn’t ordinary.



From the moment he stepped into the battlefield, something primal screamed a warning.

“…Who are you?”

To Iskaban , the question felt more like a formality—he didn’t expect anything significant.

But the man in the black cloak, now standing among them, answered with calm clarity.

“Logan Smith.”

He introduced himself.

“I’m the guardian of the child behind you.”

He pointed to the girl lying unconscious on the ground.

He stated his reason for being here with dry, precise clarity.

“Would you kindly return the girl to me?”

His every word was calm, but the atmosphere grew heavier.

The Steel Wing tribe warriors surrounding the area could feel it—the unspoken threat.

They already knew this man had taken down several of their own.

He wasn’t someone to take lightly.

If they ignored his request, blood would rain in this place.

“Kyaaak~ Kkakkakkak!”

Yet Iskaban  laughed.

A carefree laugh devoid of tension.

He clearly found this man amusing.

With a mocking tone, he asked:

“You came here alone?”

“I did.”

“No companions? Just to save this little brat?”

“That’s right.”

“Pff, should I call you foolish or brave… Or are you brave because you’re foolish?”

“Could be.”

That calm, unwavering tone—it grated on Iskaban ’s nerves.

With a flap of his wings, he signaled the Steel Wing warriors to rise into the sky.

“You came to save this brat, huh?”

Then, with his talon, he slowly pressed down on Polka lying on the ground.

The man stood silently, watching, as Iskaban  taunted him:

“You humans do love your young, don’t you? So unlike us, forged in the wilderness…”

In the Steel Wing tribe, children were born and discarded freely—those who were weak were weeded out without a second thought.

So to him, this man’s action was pure idiocy.

“Humans don’t even have talons or wings. You fight with weapons, right?      And yet… I don’t see any weapon on you. Did you really come here barehanded?”

“I did.”

That voice… now it carried not just calmness but confidence.

To Iskaban , it was infuriating—

That such a worthless inferior being would speak so boldly.

The subordinates who were defeated by such a fool, and the brat who brought him here—they were all equally repulsive.

“Bring him to me—alive. He’ll pay dearly for mocking our kin.”

Whatever happened, this man had dared to make an enemy of him.

A swift death would be too kind.

The command dropped. 

The Steel Wing warriors soared through the air, diving down on Logan Smith.

Their wings sliced the wind, talons gleaming like razors—ready to shred him to pieces.

Schhhhrrrkk!

The sound of claws rending flesh rang through the air.

Not from Logan’s body—but from their own.

Before Iskaban  could even register the shift, wings were ripped, blood sprayed.

“What…!?”

A storm of crimson filled the battlefield.

His cloak spun in the wind like a shadow.

And from within that swirling veil came a deadly force—cutting down the warriors like paper dolls.

“You said you had no weapon…!”

“It slows me down.”

Shreeaah!

Logan shot forward, past the chaos.

In one hand, he gripped a feather—coated in mana, sharpened to a blade.

He whispered, as if finishing his previous sentence:

“Luckily, I prefer local materials.”


Schhhrrk!

With a tearing sound, Iskaban ’s left wing split open.

“KAAAAAAAAAAAACK!!”

A blood-curdling scream burst from Iskaban ’s beak.





 
  Chapter 28: The Predator’s Natural Enemy


To the Avian folk, their wings are as vital as their lives.

Their existence revolves around flight, and everything they’ve achieved was accomplished through their wings.

“You filthy lesser species… you dare cut off my wing?!”

Iskaban roared, the very moment his source of pride was severed.

But Logan paid no attention to the scream.

He had already passed through the Avian folk and was now holding the unconscious girl in his arms.

“Ugh… damn…”

“Yes, I came to rescue you. You don’t need to worry anymore.”

She was still just a child.

For a child to be in such a situation was infuriating as an adult, but Logan forced himself to stay calm and quickly tried to leave.

Yet the powerful force surging from behind warned him: this wasn’t over yet.

KRASH!!

A black blur slammed into the spot he had just vacated.

It was an attack from someone assumed to have lost mobility due to a severed wing.

Iskaban, lifting claws that had shredded the ground, fixed his savage glare on Logan while flexing the mangled stump of his wing.

“…Fine. I’ll admit it. I got careless and took a hit from a mere lesser being.”

Crunch, crick-crack.

Blood gushed from the severed wing as flesh and bone rapidly regrew, filling in the gap.

A grotesque sight from a human perspective.

But Iskaban cared nothing for human sensibilities as he relentlessly regenerated.

“If not for the blessing of the Demon King, I might’ve been done for. How unfortunate for you.”

At last, his wing was fully restored as if nothing had happened, and he spread it wide, laughing proudly.

Then, a sinister aura began to surge from his body and spread.

The fallen Avian folk around them began to rise one by one.

The moment his regeneration extended to his minions—

Now backed by the resurrected warriors, Iskaban spread both wings with pride.

“Do you see this?! This is the authority the Demon King bestowed upon me! As long as I have this power, no one on this earth will ever bring us down from the skies!!”

Kaaa! KAAAK!!

The screeches of dozens of Avian folk echoed across the mountains, sending chills across the skin.

To Logan, who had thought taking down their leader would be enough, this was an unexpected and dangerous turn.

In front of him, the demon’s servant shouted with both mockery and zeal:


“Fear not, hunters of the steel wings! So long as I exist, none shall ever cast you down from the sky!!”

“And flee, pitiful prey! For the hunters, with claws like stakes, will soon tear your heart asunder!”

With that declaration, the Avian folk surged forward from every direction.

Logan, alert, leapt down the hillside, darting between boulders and quickly taking cover.

But in the heart of enemy territory, the momentary reprieve wouldn’t last long.

Using what little time he had, Logan whispered to the girl in his arms.

“Polka, can you grip your hand?”

“…Yes.”

“Then hold on tight to my shoulder. And keep your eyes shut.”

Because what came next wasn’t something a child should see.

Before he could finish his thoughts, CRASH!!—a gap in the rocks collapsed.

Scrambling out just in time, Logan came face-to-face with a new threat.

Avian folk hurling giant boulders at him from every side.

BOOM! 

CRACK!!

The stones, swung with immense leg strength, crashed down like meteors.

As Logan sprinted down the rocky slope, the predators bared their beaks—now filled with sharp, jagged teeth.

Crunch!

Before the creature’s beak could reach him, Logan’s hand lashed out and struck a Avian’s neck. 

The strangled creature stumbled—only to be pierced by another Avian’s beak that followed right behind, its blood splattering in the air.

“Kahak!! Wh-What the hell are you doing!?”

“You’re the one who got caught by a lowly human…!!”

“You bastards! Now’s not the time to fight each other!”

Dodging the Avian swarming from every direction, Logan kept moving, seeking out the most confined spaces he could find.

To the Avian, such movements were incredibly frustrating.

In areas where wings couldn’t be spread, they were unable to fly. If they wanted to chase their prey, they had to crawl in on foot like common animals.

BANG!!!

But what awaited them in pursuit was relentless violence.

Avian were struck down as their heads were twisted and their beaks shattered by Logan’s fists.

Those that followed froze in disbelief.

“Th-This inferior creature dares resist…!!”

WHAM!!

No answer came.

For Logan—now the prey targeted by dozens of hunters—had no time to waste on words. 

All he could do was swing his fists to silence their mouths.

And as that overwhelming resistance wore on them, the Avian eventually hesitated to enter the passage Logan had fled into.

“What the hell are you all doing!? We outnumber him—how can you not catch a single weak human!?”

“B-But Chieftain! That guy’s stronger than expected!”

“We fought head-on and still got overpowered! We can’t catch him in areas where we can’t fly!”

“Fools! Then all we have to do is lure him to a place where we can fly freely!”

Conveniently, such a place lay nearby.

Following his command, the chieftain led his subordinates in pursuit, gradually guiding Logan toward the canyon that lay at the base of the mountain.

A wide gorge between rocky cliffs—spacious enough to allow for full flight.

By surrounding him from both ends and above, they could easily trap the fleeing prey like a rat.

“Drive him to the center! Seal off both ends!”

With that command, Avian took to the sky, circling to either side of the canyon.

They began to descend one by one, cutting off Logan’s escape routes and closing in from all directions.

One, two—soon over a hundred Avian had gathered, surrounding just one man.

Confident of victory, Iskaban descended in their midst and grinned triumphantly.

“You ran well up until now, but this is the end. So, how does it feel, prey? If you’ve got anything to say, now’s the time.”

“……”

“……Hah! Too stunned to speak? Arrogant human. You should’ve picked your fights more wisely.”

At first, Logan may have believed he had a chance.

But they had the advantage of numbers, flight, and even undead regeneration.

On the other hand, Logan had someone to protect—and that alone kept him from fighting properly. From the start, his chances of escaping unscathed were nearly zero.

“But it’s too late for regrets now! You’ll pay dearly for daring to mock our tribe!!”

Avian soared into the air, preparing to descend like vultures.

But Logan… his eyes weren’t on them.


Because what he had to watch out for now wasn’t the Avian—but the disaster targeting this canyon.

Rrrrummmble…

Yes. It was coming.

Logan suddenly sprinted forward, his instincts screaming.

Avian, seeing him rush toward them, burst into mocking laughter.

“Ha! That idiot’s finally lost it—he’s just running blindly now!”

To them, it was all meaningless resistance.

But just as they lunged to tear him apart—

BOOOM!

A thunderous sound echoed through the canyon.

The Avian instinctively froze and turned their eyes upward.

From the cliff tops, dust exploded into the sky.

And then—an avalanche of rock came crashing down.

“What the…!”

“UWAAAAAAGH!!”

The Avian who had claimed the high ground were the first to be buried by falling boulders.

The sheer impact shattered the cliff edge. 

Realizing this couldn’t possibly be natural, Iskaban turned in alarm toward the enormous power emanating behind him.

“W-What is that…!?”

A storm was raging.

In the middle of the open plateau—where there had been nothing—stood a being whose power distorted space itself.

White hair. 

A crimson cloak.

A small human girl.

“A… little girl?”

Yes. 

That was all that could be seen.

And yet, the force behind her was cataclysmic—worthy of being called a disaster.


The girl raised what looked like a simple wooden stick toward the sky, power crackling around it.

“Aaaajjjaaaaaaayyyyyyyyaaaaaaaa!!!!”

With that fierce war cry, a storm of pure magic exploded forth.

Everything it touched was ripped apart, and the aftermath buried everything below it in destruction.

“UWAAAAAAGH!! S-Save me!!”

“Damn it, what is this—KYYYAAAAAAGHH!!”

Caught off-guard by the sudden landslide triggered from the shattered cliff, the Avian had no chance to respond. 

They could only scream as they were buried.

They had flown too low to strike at targets on the ground.

And now, the paths of retreat above them were completely blocked by tumbling rock.

KRRRRRAAAAAAASH!

In the end, only one man emerged from the devastated scene — the one who had foreseen all of this.

As thick dust spread through the air, he took a deep breath and welcomed the small girl running up to him.

“Papa! Polka!”

“Don’t worry. Polka’s safe.”

After calming his daughter, Logan turned his gaze back to the site.

All that remained in his view were the massive piles of stone and black feathers scattered here and there.

Yes… Even for the Avian folk, born with exceptional physical strength, escaping that place would not be easy.

Relieved by that thought and ready to move on, Logan suddenly froze. 

He focused on a sensation beneath his feet.

Rrrumble… 

THUNK.

It was stirring.

From beneath the rubble formed by the collapsing cliffs, a powerful force was preparing to rise again.

“…Lona.”

But it wasn’t time yet.

Not yet…

He couldn’t allow a child — a hero still too young — to be thrust into a battle to the death.

“Lona, let’s play a game with Daddy.”

“Ngoyi?”

“That’s right.”

Heading toward a nearby pile of boulders, Logan gently set Polka down and kept Lona by his side, speaking in a soft voice.

“Daddy has to go do something real quick, so I want you to hide here with Polka, and count to 100. If you finish counting before Daddy comes back, you win. But if Daddy returns before that, then Daddy wins.”

“…Papa…”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be back soon.”

“……”

The small warrior stared silently at her father’s words.

Within her still burned the fire of a fighter’s will, but in the end, she chose to turn away.

Even if she was called a hero — she was still just a child. 

And children… take their parents’ words to heart.

“Hannya… dooo…”

Watching his daughter begin to count, Logan let out a breath of relief, slipping through the cracks of stone and walking alone into the canyon’s clearing.

To face the pursuer who would soon emerge from the debris — alone.

KRRRAAAANG!!

Crashing down onto the earth, talons digging into the ground with such force they nearly turned it to dust — came Iskaban.

Even now, his wounds were fully regenerating as he calmly stared at the human who stood alone before him and asked:

“…Why didn’t you run?”

That voice, still filled with loathing and contempt.

Iskaban was furious — but more than that, he looked down on the man standing in front of him.

Yes, even though he had collapsed the cliff with a surprise move, Iskaban had survived — and this man had no chance of overwhelming him.

“For those of you who can fly, you’d catch up to me eventually. 

A human’s steps can only go so far.”

“Exactly! That’s your limit! The limit of your inferior race without wings!!”

Surely, those words must be the sound of resignation — the last bluff before death.

Certain of it, Iskaban surged upward into the sky, letting his wrath explode.

“Just give up and die!! No matter where you run on this continent — once you become my target, you can never escape!!”

One hundred meters high.

A full-force dive attack from that height reached three times the speed of sound. 

The impact of his talons could tear through steel.

There was no way a mere human could withstand such a blow.

No matter how strong he was, a human could never overcome a being blessed by the Demon King himself.

SHRAAAAK!!

And yet, the man did not despair.

Instead, with the blurred image of death racing toward him, he clenched his fist.

And in the very moment that terror reached him — he threw a punch with all his strength.


KWAANG!!!

A direct hit.

Iskaban’s head was crushed on impact.

The man, having landed the blow and using the force to launch himself backward, muttered in a dry voice as he watched Iskaban’s body convulse and regenerate.

“Even if you’re immortal… bleeding means you can still feel pain.”

Just hearing those words sent a chill down his spine.

At that moment — at the man who now stood before him — even Iskaban felt fear.

This human… this man who had seen through a strike made at three times the speed of sound…

“Feeling pain means… you can feel despair too.”

Was this… really a human?

Iskaban, now fully regenerated, faced the man who began walking toward him.

A black cloak. 

Black hair. 

Everything about him looked human.


But his eyes — those eyes were utterly foreign.

“That means… I just need to keep knocking you down until your will to fight breaks.”

Not the eyes of predator or prey.

Just the eyes of a butcher — fixated on slaughter. 

Eyes that even apex predators had never once dared to meet.



 
  Chapter 29: Come at Me Harder.


Apex of the food chain.

The highest level of predator, against whom no one could prevail.

Even among such beings, Iskaban possessed the most exceptional strength. 

So when a voice echoed from the heavens one day, he accepted its words without panic.

It was only natural that something special should happen to someone as special as him.

If a being greater than himself existed in this world, it made perfect sense for that being to take notice and attempt to recruit him.

“Do you seek power?”

The voice asked.

No fancy words—just direct and clear.

It simply offered Iskaban a chance to evolve into something even greater than he already
was.

“If so, then join us. Become the shadow of this bright world, and rebuke it alongside those who share our cause.”

He didn’t care what the ultimate goal was.

Even if it meant the world would eventually fall into ruin—it didn’t matter.

In a world filled with suffering, there would still be those who ruled. 

And who better to fill that role than a superior being like himself?

“Yes. I am special.”

The more he believed it, the higher his confidence soared.

Humans, other beings, even the other lieutenants of the Demon King—none of them could surpass him now that he’d received the power granted by the Demon King himself.

“I am the strongest. Who could possibly bring me down now, with wings that rule the skies and the power of immortality in my grasp? Who would dare challenge my authority?”

To him, that was not just belief—it was truth. 

It was a law of life.

That was why, even now as he faced the human before him, he didn’t lose his composure.

Instead, he spread his proud wings wide, intending to utterly dominate the man.

To rip his flesh apart and feast on it in a bloody celebration.

To teach this foolish and fearless weakling who dared defy his authority exactly where he stood.

BOOM!!!

And yet… something was off.

Why were his wings shattered when they were supposed to tear the man apart?

Why was his beak, meant to devour flesh, the one being slammed into the ground?

“Guh… gack…!”

Blood sprayed from his beak, and his vision spun.

The punch to his face had not been light.

Had he not possessed the power granted by the Demon King, that single strike might have killed him outright.

“You filthy insect…!”

Even so, Iskaban regenerated in seconds and got back on his feet.

The man stared at him in silence, clenching his fist and casually stepping forward.

And then he charged.

In a blur, his body became nothing but an afterimage.

-CRACK!!

A powerful kick struck the wings that wrapped protectively around Iskaban.

Though he managed to guard in time, the impact sent shockwaves through his entire body—and it didn’t stop there.

BAM BAM BAM!!

Fists and feet smashed into his wings, which were as tough as steel.

Normally, the attacker’s body would be the one to break from the impact—but it was Iskaban who was being shaken, losing his balance.

This is dangerous.

If this keeps up, it’ll turn into a one-sided beatdown.

“Dangerous?”

“Me?”

For the first time in his life, Iskaban felt an unfamiliar emotion swell up inside him.

He had never once known danger as a supreme predator.

He possessed immortality—no attack should have held meaning for him.

Yet now, from raw force alone—just the sensation of pain—his instincts were screaming defeat.

“KRAAARGH!! YOU WRETCHED WORM!!”

Unwilling to accept it, Iskaban flailed and thrashed his wings in a wild frenzy.

The man retreated, wary of the black feathers scattering through the air—but several of them had already pierced his body.

“KEHAHA! How does it feel?! That’s the taste of feathers from wings of steel!!”

There’s a reason his wings were likened to steel.

With cruel delight, Iskaban soared back into the sky and launched a barrage of razor-sharp feathers toward his opponent.

WHOOSH WHOOSH!!

Countless blades screamed through the air, raining down on the battlefield.

But even facing such an assault, the man did not falter.

He simply exhaled, took his stance, and muttered under his breath:

“…Perfect.”

Then, his body began to spin in place.

His fluttering cloak twirled around him, forming a shroud.

To Iskaban, it looked like a clown’s trick.

A pathetic attempt to obscure his vision—pointless, since the entire area was already engulfed in the bombardment.

BAM BAM BAM!!

But it took only a second for his amusement to vanish completely.

Iskaban looked down in disbelief, realizing something had pierced his body.

His eyes locked onto the very feathers he had fired—now embedded deep in his own flesh, having pierced through his fur and hide.

It didn’t take long for Iskaban to realize that the feathers piercing his body had come from that human—the one he thought had been turned into a honeycomb by his own attack.

‘That bastard…!’

He’d avoided what needed avoiding, charged directly into the barrage, and then seized the feathers to forge them into his own weapons.

As Iskaban saw his own feathers being sharpened with mana in the hands of that man, a wave of humiliation boiled over. 

His wings beat furiously.

“How dare you try such pathetic tricks, you lowly worm!!?”

KWAANG!!

His claws ripped into the ground, tearing up dirt and stone with the force of a sonic boom.

The dust surged upward, obscuring the view. 

Within that veil, Iskaban began to circle, calculating the next moment to strike.

All for the sake of crushing that man with a boulder in his talons.

“Die, you inferior breed!!”

With a scream, the massive rock—hundreds of kilos—was hurled at supersonic speed. 

Its sheer power could easily turn a human body into nothing but splattered meat.

KWAANG!!!

But it didn’t land.

The man, sensing the attack from his blind spot, swung his mana-hardened arm and swatted the boulder aside as if it weighed nothing.

‘Damn it, damn it all!!’

Even as he hurled attack after attack, the same result repeated—every single one was read, dodged, or deflected. Worse yet, countered.

Anxiety, something Iskaban had never known before, began to gnaw at his core.

Any prey before would’ve long been dead by now. 

But not this man. He parried, evaded, and countered with uncanny precision.

Was he even human? 

Could he be another demon general blessed by the Demon King?


‘No. Nonsense. There’s no way that mongrel is on the same level as me!’

No—it must be because Iskaban had let his guard down. 

That had to be it. 

He reassured himself as he darted through the skies, preparing the next strike—something stronger, faster, and less predictable.

BOOM!!!

And then it hit.

A sharp pain flared near his wings, and Iskaban instinctively turned his head.

There was a hole. In his wing.

BOOM!

A blast of air tore through the sky as a blur surged toward him from the ground. 

His instincts screamed danger—his flesh could be ripped to shreds at this rate.

Frantically, Iskaban scanned below—and there he saw him.

The man, standing amidst the ruined battlefield, calmly picked up a pebble from the ground.

He imbued it with mana—and threw it.

He’d calculated Iskaban’s trajectory mid-air.

POP!

The pebble struck true. 

Again and again, stones soared like guided missiles, each one bursting into Iskaban’s body, stripping him of his balance.

Before long, Iskaban’s body lost its power of flight and began to plummet.

The pain was numbing his mind, but he forced himself to endure it, trying to regenerate his damaged wings.

I won’t accept this. I won’t!

How could a creature that crawled on the ground bring him—the ruler of the skies—down to the earth?

It was unacceptable.

He forced his wings to regrow through sheer willpower and madness. 

But—there was no time.

The man was already dashing forward, closing the distance rapidly.

Just as Iskaban was falling toward the ground—too low to recover, too high to escape—

KWAANG!!

A merciless punch slammed into his chest.

His body, unable to withstand it, crashed to the ground in a heap, convulsing wildly.

“Khrrgh, huff… KHHHAAAK!!!”

His chest was utterly pulverized.

Aerial creatures like him required strong lungs and a powerful chest cavity—both of which were now destroyed.

The pain was beyond anything he had ever imagined.

No matter how fast he regenerated, the pain remained. 

Sharp. 

Real. 

Agonizing.

He wasn’t resistant to pain.

He just never felt it before.

CRACK!!

And the man knew that.

He didn’t give Iskaban even a second to recover. 

He stomped down hard on Iskaban’s ruined chest, pinning him in place.

In his blurry vision, Iskaban saw the glint of something in the man’s hand.

A rock.

WHAM!! 

WHAM!!

The rock smashed into his skull. 

Again. 

Again. 

Until his head burst like fruit.

Even when it regenerated, the man kept going, his violence only intensifying.

Iskaban’s body writhed, his wings flailing in desperation.

CRACK! 

RIP!

And then—his wings tore apart.

His pride. 

His symbol. 

His everything—shredded to nothing by human hands.

“KAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHH!!!”

But none of it mattered.

If he could just be freed from the pain of this moment.

Clinging to that single thought, Iskaban undid his restraints and, with both wings torn off, stumbled backward, desperately widening the distance between them.

“What… the hell are you…?”

His broken beak barely managed to leak out a breathless voice.

With his pride shattered and heart broken, he stood there, overtaken by fear and despair, screaming as if it were the only thing he could still do.

“What the hell are you?! This doesn’t make sense. I… I’m the strongest! Chosen by the Demon King! The ultimate lifeform! Someone like me—getting crushed like this—it’s nonsense…!”

Step.

Footsteps rang out.

As if the pain felt by the predator didn’t matter in the slightest.

As if the violence that had been so brutally inflicted just moments ago meant nothing at all.

Step. Step.

The man kept walking closer.


And Iskaban, completely frozen, could only watch.

From beginning to end, this man had been utterly silent.

Yet every step drew him closer, unerringly, unflinchingly targeting Iskaban and only Iskaban.

And it was in that moment… Iskaban felt something inside him snap.

“…Things like ‘common sense’ don’t matter.”

To the predator who had lost his will to fight, the butcher spoke quietly.

“Whether you’re the strongest predator… whether the Demon King chose you… none of that means a damn thing to me.”

What mattered now wasn’t why this was happening.

Not why the so-called strongest predator had been driven to terror and humiliation by a mere human.

No.


“You came at me. You declared you’d never stop, no matter where I was on this continent.
So I’ll keep killing your body until your will dies.”


Yes—this was simply a disaster brought on by his own sense of superiority.

And the one who taught him that, the butcher, now turned blood-soaked eyes toward the predator and finished his words.

“So if your will hasn’t broken yet—come at me again.”

“I’ll keep taking that endless life of yours, over and over… until I give up.”

If he didn’t charge again, this would be the end.

And Iskaban understood—that was the mercy being offered.

Because this man had the strength to grind down even a so-called infinite life.

Continuing the battle would only bring further agony.

‘Mercy…?’

For a moment, Iskaban felt relief.

But almost immediately, that emotion was consumed by self-loathing.

Even knowing the pain he had already suffered would continue, even acknowledging that he had broken at the primal level—submitting to the man before him…

He still couldn’t let go of the belief that he was the strongest predator, the chosen ruler of the skies.

“Sh… shut up…!”

So he crushed down the fear and despair.

Even if this absurdly powerful being was testing him through pain, he had to protect the core of who he was, until the very end.

“I am Iskaban! Chieftain of the Steelwing Tribe, Iskaban! Who the hell are you to forgive me!!!”

With a final burst of defiance, his wings regenerated and spread wide. Iskaban lunged forward.

And the man merely looked at him, silently clenching his fist.

Strong or weak, hopeless or full of will—

He only cared about striking down the malice aimed his way.

KWAANG!!!

The blow struck Iskaban square in the face.

The force slammed him into the ground, where he slumped, eyes rolled back, and finally dropped his head in silence.

Even though his body was regenerating, it still wouldn’t move.

It didn’t take long to realize that he had lost consciousness from all the shock he had endured.

“…So even with the power of immortality, one can still faint.”

If he had realized that a little earlier, maybe he could’ve ended the fight sooner.

With that small regret, he began loosening up his body, still soaked in fatigue—until he sensed the presence of others nearby and turned his gaze.

The Avian tribe had gradually gathered around.

Some were the transporters who had brought the dragon’s bones to the rock mountain.

Others had narrowly escaped the earlier landslide.

But none of them rushed forward seeking revenge for their fallen chief.

Their regenerative strength, their confidence—it had all stemmed from the one now lying half-buried in the earth.

Now that he was defeated, what guided their actions was no longer pride, but fear.

“Would you be willing to back away?”

He spoke to them calmly.

Even for him, fighting against this many would be more than a little exhausting. 

He hoped they would choose to end the conflict here.

“You, and us alike… we came here simply because there was something we wanted.”

Now that he had proven himself stronger than their chief, he hoped they would set aside the instinct to mock the weak and choose to leave.

At his quiet request, the Avian tribe members began glancing at each other—then one by one, started moving away.

They picked up their fallen leader, and the dragon’s bones, and disappeared past the rocky hills…

Watching them fade into dots on the horizon, Logan finally let out a breath of relief and loosened the tension in his shoulders.

Yes… it was finally over.

Relieved, Logan turned and walked toward a nearby boulder.

There, beneath it, was his daughter—quiet and hidden.

“Lona, are you—”

“Seh… seeee… neeeeh…”

Even though her father had come, the little warrior didn’t notice. 

She just kept wiggling her fingers, mumbling softly.

It wasn’t hard to guess what she was murmuring.

Yes, before he hid her here, he had told her to count to one hundred.

Could it be that she hadn’t finished yet?

Curious, Logan leaned closer to listen to the numbers she was whispering.

“Ye… yeleven… onah… ye-seuh? Ye-seus?”

Eleven… Sixty…?

“Mah-nuuh… neeeh… ee-eelu… yeleun…”

Forty-four. Seventy-eleven?

A jumbled string of numbers—out of order, mispronounced, and entirely her own creation.

“…Lona.”

“Hoeh?”

At his gentle call, the little warrior looked up.

Logan decided to ask her, just to see.


“If you add ten and twenty, what do you get?”

A simple math question.

The little warrior thought deeply, then gave a wide, proud smile and declared


“MONYA!”

Clearly, arithmetic was still too advanced for the little warrior.



 
  Chapter 30: Acquiring a Weapon


After the series of incidents came to an end, we finally began the journey back home.

Only after confirming that the Avian tribe had ceased their pursuit could I safely return home with Lona and Polka.

There, someone was waiting—someone to entrust Polka to.

“Honey, who is this girl…?”

“Could you take a look at her condition first?”

Given her background in the medical corps, I trusted that she could handle the injuries.

At my quiet request, she nodded silently and began examining Polka, who lay on the bed.

“She’s taken quite a tumble, but thankfully there aren’t any serious injuries that will leave lasting damage. With some medicine and a day of rest, she should recover just fine.”

“Polka… y’okaynya?”

“Hehe, our little Lona must be really worried about her friend.”

Lona gazed at Polka with big, concerned eyes.

Watching the scene, Erina gently stroked Lona’s hair and offered a warm, comforting voice.

“Don’t worry, sweetie. After one good night’s sleep, she’ll be up and running like nothing ever happened.”

“Reh’reh?”

“Of course~ So our Lona should also get a good night’s sleep. You’ve been through a lot today, haven’t you?”

Guiding Lona naturally to bed with gentle words, Erina’s kindness eased the little girl’s worries.

Soon, Lona forgot her concern and drifted off to dreamland.

Was it really that easy for a mother to put a child to sleep?

Something I could never manage…

Just as I was thinking that, Erina approached me where I was waiting in the living room—this time, with a stern tone in her voice.

“Take off your shirt.”

“…What?”

“Don’t even think about hiding it. Take it off.”

There was a sharpness in her eyes, sharper than usual.

With no choice, I reluctantly removed my top, quietly revealing the upper half of my body.

The wounds from earlier battles were on full display.

“You idiot!!”

And just like that, she smacked me across the back.

The pain from the blow made my injuries throb even more, but when I turned to look, I saw her face—on the verge of tears.

“You were in this state and didn’t say anything!? If you were hurt, the first thing you should’ve done after getting back was show me! Why did you hide this!?”

“I wasn’t trying to hide it. It just didn’t feel serious enough to bother you…”

“Not serious enough!?”

“Your skin is torn, and your muscles are showing! You really thought slapping on some ointment would do the trick!? And look at this—your bandages are all loose, and the blood’s still pouring out! I told you before, didn’t I!? That’s not how you stop bleeding!!”

She scolded me with every word—each one accompanied by another strike across my already aching back.

Even though the pain pulsed with every blow, I couldn’t bring myself to criticize her.

Because I knew—this “violence” was just her way of expressing how worried she was.

How serious my condition truly was.

“Lie down on the sofa. I’ll stitch it up.”

“…Alright.”

I quietly accepted and lay down.

She brought out the first-aid kit and began treating me.

With skilled hands, she stitched the torn wounds, then carefully wrapped the area in fresh bandages to stop the bleeding.

“What happened out there?”

She finally got to the main question once the worst of the treatment was done.

I thought for a moment, then decided to be straightforward.

“I met a Demon Lord’s officer.”

Her hand, mid-wrap, trembled violently.

A reaction that showed how impossible it was to ignore what I had just said.

“A Demon Lord’s officer… You fought someone that dangerous?”

“Don’t worry. I didn’t kill him—just gave him a scare and sent him running.”

Luckily, because the enemy had regenerative powers, I didn’t need to take a life.

At least I hadn’t broken the promise I made to her—not to kill.

“That’s not the point.”

Even so, she couldn’t hide her fear. 

Her voice trembled as she continued.

“Why did it come to that in the first place? Don’t tell me… you just ran straight at him the moment he appeared!?”

“I was searching for materials to craft Lona’s weapon. Ran into him by chance.
If I hadn’t stepped in, one of the kids with me would’ve been in serious danger.”

It may have been coincidence, but once we were involved, fighting was inevitable.

Of course, no matter the reason, Erina probably didn’t approve of me putting myself in danger.

But surprisingly, she didn’t try to scold me further.

“…You didn’t charge into enemy territory like you used to, right?”

She simply asked with a cautious voice.

I gave her a quiet nod.

“Then it’s fine. As long as you didn’t throw yourself into danger on purpose…”

“You’re really okay with that?”

“There was no avoiding the situation. I can’t blame you for that. And if it was a fight to protect rather than to harm… all the more reason.”

A fight to protect… Yes, that’s what this was.

And when I think about it, I realize—I’ve never fought like that on the battlefield before.

Back then, all I cared about was killing the enemy, tipping the war in our favor.

But now I find myself fighting to protect someone.

That must mean I’ve changed—a lot—since meeting her.

Yes… because I met her, I’ve become someone who can fight to protect.

“But Lona…”

Still, the one who should be taking on the risks—that should be only me.

Understanding this just as well, Erina’s face clouded with concern as she cautiously asked,

“Did Lona… also fight the Demon King’s Army?”

“She didn’t come into direct contact. She’s not hurt.”

“But still, that means it affected her in some way, didn’t it?”

She was still just a child.

Even if she’s a Hero, she’s still a child.

If people were to find out a child used her powers against the Demon King’s Army, they might turn their resentment toward me—someone who could have stopped it.

Even if everything turned out fine in the end, that’s just hindsight.

What if this experience made her think she should take on such danger again in the future?

To Erina, the very thought of Lona confronting the Demon King’s forces would be absolutely unacceptable.

“I tried to stop her, too.”

Even so, I wanted to be honest.

I’ve never been good at lying. 

And even if I said something to reassure her, she’d find out the truth before long. 

It was better for both of us to be upfront.

“But Lona stood firm. She didn’t want to abandon the friend she’d just made… She said you taught her that—that it was natural to stand by your friends.”

“Lona took a risk because of… me?”

“I’m not blaming you. If anyone’s responsible, it’s me—for failing to stop her despite being there with her.”


My voice trailed off.

I wasn’t sure if what I was about to say was right. 

Was it really something a parent should say?

“But now that it’s all over and everyone’s safe, I can’t help but feel proud of her, more than worried.”

In the end, I shared my honest thoughts.

The only thing wrong was that it happened too soon.

Aside from that, her intentions and actions were undoubtedly what people would call ‘just.’

“She’s still a child, but even so, she awakened the will to protect a friend. That girl will surely become the kind of human Hero the Crown Prince spoke of.”

“A human… Hero?”

“Yeah. And that’s all thanks to you, Erina.”

Yes, Lona was able to make that choice because Erina had been there to teach her.

I firmly believed that.

And as if sharing the same feelings, Erina gave a soft, wry smile and whispered gently,

“You played a big part in protecting her too, you know.”

As if to say, her own heart had reached that same conclusion.

And then, quietly stepping back, she said,


“Now go to bed. You need to rest so your wounds can heal.”

“…Yeah.”

That ended our conversation.

I made my way to the bedroom where Lona was sleeping and lay down beside her, letting my exhausted body relax.

Thus ended a long, turbulent day, as I quietly hoped for the peaceful daily life I’d longed for to return once more.

***

And then, a few weeks later…

“Ah! You’re both here! Perfect timing!”

“It’s finally done?”

“Yes! Here it is!”

When we visited the forge on the promised day, Polka greeted us with a bright smile.

In her hands, she held up a very petite sword.

Yes, it was a weapon made just the right size to fit in Lona’s hands.

“Gormu… zaga.”

Lona stared intently at the blade, mumbling her impression in her usual gibberish.

Watching her carefully examine it for a while, I gently asked her, just to be sure,

“Still, it fits your hand well, right? That’s nice, isn’t it?”

“Yep! Gud stuf!”

Fortunately, it seemed she liked it at first glance.

But what really mattered was whether that sword could endure Lona’s power.

To test that, I headed with Lona and Polka to a clearing nearby and had her try her strength on a rooted boulder.

“Azzziyaaaaa!!”

With a loud battle cry, a wave of massive magical energy burst forth.

The boulder it struck crumbled into fragments—clear proof that Lona’s power was still intact.

And the sword in her hand? 

Still perfectly fine.

“So it worked.”

“Yes! Just as I hoped, the magic conductivity is high, so it absorbs Lona’s power well.”

“Hoeeee~”

Lona let out a cry of admiration at Polka’s explanation.

Then, her eyes sparkling, she turned toward me and shouted excitedly,

“Papa! Gormu tuntu-nu!”

“Yes, it’s strong, isn’t it?”

“Gormu tunu!! Tunuuu!!”

She began swinging the sword wildly, thrilled by the gift in her hands.

She looked so happy, it made me glad we went through with it—at least until I felt the magic surging from the blade and remembered what I had overlooked.

Right. I had forgotten.

The sword not breaking meant she could unleash her power over and over.

Which also meant… in an excited state, she could launch powerful attacks without restraint.

“Uh, Lona? Maybe tone it down a bit—”

“AZZIYAAAA!!”

BOOOOM! CRACK—!!

My body was thrown, rolling helplessly across the ground, and more waves of magical force crashed down on me.

It was quite a while before the chaos finally subsided.

Eventually, Lona stopped swinging the sword and tilted her head at the sight of me lying pitifully on the ground.

“Hoe?”

“M-Mister Logan… are you okay?”

“…Yeah, I’m fine. I can handle it.”

It wasn’t a lie.

The sword didn’t have a blade, and more importantly, it seemed to be made from a material with high elasticity rather than brute hardness. 

That meant the magical output caused less physical damage.

All in all, it perfectly fit the intention of being a non-lethal, self-defense weapon.

Realizing that with my whole body, I slowly got up and gave my thanks to the one who made it.

“Thank you for making such a good weapon, Polka.”

“No, thank you for giving me the opportunity!”

Polka smiled brightly.

Compared to when we first met, she now radiated more confidence and energy.

“So, if the weapon ever needs maintenance, please come see me anytime. I’ll personally take care of Lona’s gear from now on!”

Had this experience helped her grow, too?

It seemed she’d overcome something that could have become a trauma. 

I felt relieved and let go of my worries as Lona and I stepped away from the forge.


“Gormu~ Gormu~ Nonnane gormu~ Denshyoni gormu Etchikanniba~♬”

Lona sang joyfully as she walked, never letting go of the sword in her hand.

She must really love it, far more than I expected.

I’m glad. 

Truly glad she found a weapon she could treasure.

“Lona, before we go home, there’s one place we need to stop by. Is that alright?”

Now it was time to carry out something I’d been keeping in mind.

“Hoe?” Lona looked up at me curiously.

In response, I brought up the name of someone connected to a stone Lona once picked up.

“Do you remember someone named Izolde? The one who gave you that cloak?”

“Idyonne…”

Lona muttered the name, thinking deeply for a moment, before flashing a big smile.

“Hammami!”

“…Yeah, that’s right. Grandma Izolde.”

Come to think of it, she used illusion magic to hide her appearance.

And the place she lived in was concealed by illusion magic as well, making it hard to pinpoint.

But fortunately, we had a way to locate her.

“Nonna pininit! Hammami izzoku!”


“Right, Izolde’s here, huh?”

Thankfully, Lona’s detection skill was working as intended.

Following her lead, we made our way back into a tent tucked away in the alley.

To learn what kind of being the Demon King truly was…

And what connection Izolde had with the Demon King’s army.



 
  Chapter 31: Information About the Demon King


The Demon King.

To the public, he’s known only through legends or fairy tales—but I was certain that he truly existed in this world.

After all, the reincarnation of the hero who stands as his polar opposite was right beside me, and only a few weeks ago, I had come face-to-face with one of his minions.

Even so, merely acknowledging his existence wasn’t enough.

I still didn’t know what exactly the Demon King was.

How powerful was he?

What intentions did he have for threatening the world?

And what kind of people followed him, how did they come to serve him, and what were they trying to accomplish?

Naturally, as Lona’s guardian, I had a duty to learn about him. 

That’s why I came to find Izolde—she seemed like a promising source of information.

Even during our first meeting, she acted like she knew something about Lona.

More importantly, the mysterious stone she was searching for had been found near someone the Demon King’s army had targeted.

“…So you really have no intention of joining?”

Just as we were about to step into the area we’d arrived at through our deductions, I heard a strange voice from within the tent and instinctively pulled Lona close, hiding ourselves nearby.

We pressed in closer, focusing on the voices inside.

It was a conversation between the relic dealer, Izolde, and a figure in a black hood.

“I’ve told you again and again—I left the front lines a long time ago.”

“Think carefully. Weren’t you one of the most loyal to him? And now you want to give up on his will?”

“He vanished long ago. The group that exists now is no longer his—it’s a new faction led by someone else. You may have joined for your own reasons, but unlike you, I have nothing to gain from rejoining.”

“…So that’s your final choice?”

“Yes. I choose to remain a bystander.”

The black-hooded figure was clearly trying to recruit her. 

And Izolde was just as clearly refusing.

Even without knowing all the details, I could tell this wasn’t a conversation I should ignore.

If I suspected Izolde had a connection to the Demon King’s forces, then the one who came seeking her—this man in the black hood—was likely related as well.

“…I’ll return another time.”

The hooded man’s final words carried a hint of dissatisfaction.

A black aura flared up around him, and his body melted into the floor—vanishing without a trace.

His presence disappeared entirely.

Spatial magic, most likely.

Izolde stared silently at the spot where he’d vanished.

Then, with a heavy sigh, she brought a long pipe to her lips.

“Would be nice if he came as a customer next time.”

She must have been less than thrilled with the idea of a follow-up visit.

As she exhaled a trail of smoke, she turned her gaze toward where we were hiding.

“Why don’t you come in? You broke through my barrier—clearly, you’re here for a reason.”


…So she sensed us.

No surprise, this was her territory after all. 

She probably noticed the moment her barrier was disturbed.

In any case, since we had a reason to be here, I stepped forward.

As I did, Izolde furrowed her brow with mild surprise.

“I figured someone bold had broken in through the front… So it was you, after all.”

“Hammami an-nya!”

Lona beamed and greeted her cheerfully.

Izolde stared at her with a blank expression for a moment, then let out a soft chuckle.

“Well, it’s been a while, little one. Are you still wearing that cloak I gave you?”

“Fwappy fwappy!”

Lona proudly flapped the hem of her cloak.

Izolde let out a small laugh at the sight.

Then, turning to me, she asked,

“So, you’re back again. I take it you’ve brought something to trade? Another one of those stones?”

“You mean this?”

I pulled out a glowing yellow stone from my coat.

Izolde raised a brow, amused by how casually I showed it off, and took another puff from her pipe.

“What a strange turn of events. These things were impossible to find for years, and now you just show up with them like they’re nothing. Do you even know what this is?”

“Nope.”

“Hmph. Well, at least you’re honest. Not that it matters—I’m probably the only one in this world who sees any value in these.”

Taking the stone in her hand, she inspected it closely.

There was something… almost wistful in her expression.

Like she was remembering something long past.

But that emotion faded quickly.

“Right, you gave me something, so it’s time I gave something in return.”

She tucked the stone into her chest pocket and smoothly changed the subject.

“So? What are you looking for this time? Something useful for the little lady over there?”

“Nonnah! Gummu!”

Lona proudly held up the sword she’d received earlier today.

Izolde stared blankly at it for a moment, then chuckled.

“Oh my, what an adorable little sword. Did Daddy buy you a toy?”

“Notta toy! Denshuni gummu, ecchikkaniba!”

“Yes, yes, I’m glad you got a good weapon.”

She patted the excited Lona on the head, calming her down.

Once Lona had quieted, Izolde turned her gaze back toward me and asked—

“Well, I don’t think this kid needs some grand weapon right now… Could you just tell me directly what you’re hoping for?”

At the very least, she didn’t seem hostile.

But that could change at any moment.

Depending on the topic we were about to discuss, she might become an enemy in the next instant.

“…I met with an officer from the Demon King’s army not long ago.”

And just as I expected, at the mere mention of the topic, Izolde’s expression turned cold.

Keeping that tense atmosphere in mind, I briefly explained what had happened at the time.

“They were trying to transport the bones of a massive creature, located on a plateau half a day’s distance from here, into their territory. The item you’re looking for was found there by Lona.”

“Oh, right. That huge creature… I remember something like that.”

Her voice was flat and devoid of her usual sly tone.

She fell silent for a moment, lost in thought. Then, narrowing her sharp eyes under her hat, she asked:

“You’re asking about the Demon King’s army, aren’t you?”

The Demon King’s army.

It was the reason I had come here, and her words confirmed my suspicions.

“So, there is a connection?”

“The old one? Or the current one?”

But her follow-up question caught me off guard.

I hadn’t considered there could be a difference.

Just as I was about to ask what she meant, she pointed casually at Lona and said:

“Before we talk about that, maybe it’s best to reduce the number of ears listening in.”

As if it were the most ordinary thing in the world.

Shwoosh!

In the next moment, Lona’s body vanished on the spot as if she’d evaporated.

My hand moved on reflex, grabbing a nearby weapon.

“Alright then, let’s—”

SHAAAHK!!

The dagger I had grabbed was now pointed directly at her face.

Judging by its sharp feel, it might be made of obsidian?

Not that it mattered.

Whatever it was, and whatever it was made of, what did matter was that this woman had done something to Lona.

“Oh my, how scary. Why so aggressive all of a sudden?”

“What did you do to Lona.”

“Relax. I didn’t do anything dangerous. That girl wouldn’t understand what we’re saying anyway, right? I just sent her somewhere fun so she wouldn’t be bored during a dull conversation.”

“Bring her back. Right now.”

“…If you insist.”

Snap!

Reluctantly, Izolde snapped her fingers.


Lona reappeared in the room, tilting her head and mumbling softly.

“Hoeh?”

Thankfully, she didn’t seem to be hurt.

But it was too early to relax.

I rushed to her side and checked her over, asking:

“Lona, are you okay? Did anything dangerous happen?”

“…Uh.”

At my question, Lona seemed to think deeply, as if recalling something.

After a few moments, her eyes lit up and she began waving both arms enthusiastically.

“Donmei! Pappa Donmei!!”


“…Rock?”

“Donmei! Ittamana Donmei!! Nonna Donmei ike jeke! Jjachikku hannyae~!”

Uh, hmm…

So, she found a really big rock and now she wants to play with it, saying this and that?

“Hehe, looks like she wants to keep playing in the space I prepared for her. Shall I send her back?”

“…That’s probably best.”

Lona was clearly excited, and I had no reason to stop her.

Once I gave permission, Izolde sent Lona back again, then looked at me with a bit of disappointment.

“Really now, no matter how precious your daughter is, you could trust me a little more. I even gave up a treasure I’ve been keeping around.”

Well, I wouldn’t have reacted so aggressively if she hadn’t pulled that stunt out of nowhere.

I swallowed those words and asked her directly what I’d been meaning to for a while.

“Do you know what Lona really is?”

“You mean that she’s the current generation’s Hero?”

Izolde let out a chuckle and lit a cigarette.

Then, with a puff of smoke and a bitter tone, she said:

“There’s no way I wouldn’t recognize her. She may be young, but she looks exactly like the one I saw back then.”

Someone she saw in the past—that meant she had seen someone like Lona before.

Most likely a Hero from a previous generation…

And from that, there was only one possible conclusion I could draw.

“So you were part of the Demon King’s army.”

“More precisely, the former Demon King’s army. The guy you encountered belongs to the new Demon King’s army.”

“…What’s the difference?”

“They serve a different master, are made up of different people, and operate in a different era. Just like how this continent was once ruled not by the Empire but another kingdom, the Demon King’s army also changes completely with each generation.”

Just as power over a place changes with the flow of time, so too does the Demon King’s army transform into a separate entity over time.

Still, I wasn’t reassured.

And to that, Izolde spoke in a completely casual tone, as if trying to dispel my concern.

“Just to clear up any misunderstanding—I have nothing to do with the current Demon King’s army. Whatever they’re pursuing or planning, I’ve chosen to remain a complete bystander to this generation.”

“And how am I supposed to believe that?”

“If I had any ties to them, would I have given your adopted daughter a piece of equipment once used by a former Hero?”

Hero’s equipment?  

That cloak Lona liked so much?

Even if she used to be an officer who fought against the Hero, why would she pass that on to the new generation’s Hero?

“I just want to quietly live in nostalgia.”

As if answering my unspoken question, Izolde exhaled smoke and continued:

“I achieved everything I wanted in the last era. Now, all I do is drag on, living a life I couldn’t bring myself to end. Whether you believe that or not is up to you… but I’d appreciate it if you didn’t go blabbing about my identity or trying anything rash.”

“The bounty on my head expired centuries ago—no one’s going to pay you even a single coin for it.”

A retired soldier who’s left the front lines…

That’s how she described herself.

And a part of me felt something like kinship with her.

Once active on the battlefield, now just wanting to live out life quietly in a rural village… I wasn’t so different.

“…I still can’t completely trust you. Not yet.”

“‘Not yet’ means you might, depending on how things go.”

Even though I was still cautious, she chuckled softly and spoke with a hint of amusement:

“Well, that’s fine. You’re the only one who can bring me the thing I’m looking for. As payment for what you delivered this time, I’ll give you the information you want.”

“Information like…?”

“You’re curious, aren’t you? About what the Demon King really is. And why there are those who follow the Demon King.”

From within the shadow cast by her wide-brimmed hat, her sharp gaze pierced through.

The weight in her tone told me that she wasn’t just spouting empty words.

“…Can you tell me?”

Yes, the moment had come.

What is the Demon King?

What kind of beings are the ones who follow the Demon King?

“And why does the Demon King seek to bring ruin to this world?”


And if possible…

Why is it always the Hero, standing in opposition, who is forced to bear the burden of saving the world?

In response to the question that marked the beginning of all these mysteries, she quietly answered:

“Because it’s the way things are meant to be.”

Just like how water flows downhill, just like how the heart of a living being beats.

As if it were the most natural thing in the world—she said it as though it was only right.



 
  Chapter 32: The Tempting Voice


“…A predetermined order?”

“It means it’s a being that must inevitably appear. The world is built that way.”

Izolde sighed deeply, pausing for a moment before continuing.

“To speak from personal experience, I didn’t join the Demon Lord’s Army because someone recommended me or because I sought it out.”

“One day, I simply heard a voice from the sky. I responded to it, and suddenly, I was granted a special power… Then, following the path that power pulled me along, I naturally ended up joining the Demon Lord’s Army.”

“…Was that voice the Demon Lord?”

“Yes. Though, to be precise, the Demon Lord isn’t so much a person as it is a kind of ‘concept.’”

“A concept?”

“No one becomes the Demon Lord just because they want to. It’s more like an abstract force that suddenly appears in the world with a will of its own. And when certain conditions are met, it naturally draws people in and forms what becomes the Demon Lord’s Army.”

It didn’t begin with a specific person, nor can someone become the Demon Lord just by trying.

One day, it just suddenly emerges into the world—an abstract force—and draws in those who meet its criteria…

If that’s all there is to it, then the Demon Lord shouldn’t be defined as an evil entity.

It would be more accurate to define it as a kind of natural disaster—like a storm or an earthquake.

A being that inevitably appears in the world.

“…So what exactly are those conditions?”

Then what are the criteria for those drawn into the Demon Lord’s Army?

“The world’s shadows. The underside. Or what people call the ‘unrighteous.’ They are the ones who stand in opposition to what everyone believes is just and righteous.”

Izolde continued, her voice tinged with bitterness, as if she were recounting something painfully familiar.

“For example, in the past, there was a region where, to stop a plague, they would accuse innocent young women of being witches and execute them without any proof. It’s obvious, but those women had committed no crime. Still, the people, desperate for comfort, continued to offer human sacrifices.”

“A barbaric custom.”

“But back then, that was considered justice. Naturally, those who were sacrificed felt immense resentment, and in the end, they came to feel disillusionment and hatred toward the very idea of justice. If someone like that were to be granted power, don’t you think they’d swear vengeance against the world?”

Justice—what’s considered ‘right’—is a concept that can shift with time and region.

What may be seen as barbaric now was once accepted, and what we accept now might be condemned by future generations.

In other words, perfect and absolute justice does not exist.

The Demon Lord, then, becomes the inevitable counterpoint to such incomplete ideals, a magnet for the world’s repressed shadows.

“There are others too. People who simply want to rule the world through power, those who oppose current regimes, or marginalized minorities ignored by the majority… As long as someone is rejected by society, the Demon Lord’s voice can reach them.”

“…So in the end, the formation of the Demon Lord’s Army can’t be stopped.”

“Right. That’s a bitter pill for you, I know. If the birth of evil is inevitable, then so too is the forced role of a savior who must stop them.”

As she said, this wasn’t an answer I wanted to hear.

Whether they be criminals, tyrants, victims of war, or minorities oppressed by the majority—they are everywhere, often unnoticed.

Trying to suppress such undefined threats is close to impossible.

And eventually, some of them will gain power, expand their influence, and grow enough to threaten the world.

Then, someone like Lona will inevitably be forced to fight them…

“…But what if.”

No—there was still one possible path.

One way for my daughter, the child I took in, to avoid having to stand against such evil.

“Can someone else take up the Hero’s mission?”

What if someone stronger than Lona appeared?

Someone who, while not born with the fate of a Hero, earned strength through sheer will and effort?

Could that person replace the destined Hero?

“There were many who hoped for that kind of thing in the past too. People who dreamed of becoming a savior without being born into it.”

Izolde didn’t deny the possibility.

A glimmer of hope from someone who once stood among the ranks of the Demon Lord’s Army.

“Well, there were indeed people who reached strength on par with a Hero, so I wouldn’t say it’s impossible.”

“Then…”

“But not you.”

Just as I was about to feel hopeful, she shut it down bluntly.

Caught off guard, I was at a loss for words.

She slowly raised her pipe, leveling it at me like a sight on a rifle, as if trying to measure me.

“I can tell just by looking at you. What kind of life you’ve lived.”

“…What do you mean?”

“Don’t you hate this world?”

The questions continued.

I hadn’t prepared for them. 

They felt too abrupt.

“You still hate it, don’t you? Hate it to death. Hate it so much that… if you ever got power, wouldn’t you want to overturn everything that’s made your life miserable?”

“…Why are you asking this?”

Why couldn’t I immediately say ‘no’?

Why did I struggle to even challenge her question?

“Just tell me if you’ve ever heard it.”

She replied quietly.

“If you’ve ever heard a voice like I did.”

‘Do you desire power?’

No. 

That couldn’t be true…

Could it?

I am Lona’s father.

I had sworn to raise that child into a proper hero and to protect her until that time came.

[“Then come forth. Become the shadow of this world, and together we shall judge all that has tormented you.”]

But now, that voice—one I had heard somewhere long ago—was rising again in my mind.

Countless times on the battlefield in the past…

Perhaps even earlier than that—I had heard it before.

“No… that’s not it.”

I tried to deny it.

It couldn’t be real.

Even if I had heard it, it was fleeting, something of the past. 

It couldn’t possibly be resurfacing now to drag me down.

“That was just… a hallucination—”

“Come to think of it, I should’ve asked this earlier.”

Just as I was about to force a conclusion, Izolde’s voice cut in casually with a question.

“You said you encountered one of the Demon Lord’s lieutenants. So how exactly did you survive that? Judging by your personality, I doubt you’d have let the kid do the fighting. Don’t tell me… you fought and won or something?”

“That’s…”

I opened my mouth to answer, but my words caught in my throat.

And in that moment, the faint smile on her lips made its meaning all too clear to me.

“Yeah. You’re at least aware of it, right? That the power you wield isn’t something ordinary.”

With that, Izolde snapped her fingers—clack!

And from the split in space beside her, Lona appeared, slashing her sword as she emerged.

“Ajjiyaaa… huh?”

“Sorry to interrupt playtime, dear, but it’s time to go home now.”

She scooped up the confused Lona and handed her gently to me.

I held Lona in my arms and stared blankly as Izolde gave a small wave, wordlessly signaling that the conversation was over.

“Well, now that I’ve told you all I came to tell you, it’s time for you to head home.”

“Head home…?”

But my questions remained unanswered.

How could she just dismiss me after saying something like that?


“Don’t worry. I’m not your enemy,” she added in a light, almost indifferent tone.

“Sure, I’m just an observer these days—but if you bring me something worthwhile, I wouldn’t mind giving you something in return. So if you ever need help, bring me something nice and come find me.”

Help?

What does she mean by that?

Even now, my mind was in turmoil over everything she had told me.

Could she really have a way to ease that confusion?

“Hamami, papaa!”

Just as I was about to ask more, Lona, still in my arms, waved and gave her version of a farewell.

And with that one gesture—seeing her express goodwill toward Izolde—I abandoned my suspicions.

If Lona wasn’t wary of her, then I didn’t need to treat her as a threat either.

“…If the chance comes again, I’ll visit.”

Yes, for now…

Whatever the future may hold, for now, that was enough.

And so, after the hero and her guardian departed—

The witch, left alone and gazing at the space they had just vacated, let a faint smile cross her lips, recalling the atmosphere he gave off.

“Never thought I’d see the day. A man with all the makings of a Demon Lord’s lieutenant becoming the guardian of a hero…”

Perhaps… his life had been one full of misfortune.

Just like her own…

It was because of that shared experience that the witch had felt a sense of kinship with the man.

And perhaps, deep down, she had considered the possibility that he might one day walk the same path she had.

Could he truly remain the guardian of a hero?

Could he truly protect himself until the child matured?

Though it was a situation she could interfere with, the witch chose instead to observe from afar, not to draw any closer.

After all, she had no lingering wishes left.

Yes—if she were to interfere at all, it would be only when someone brought her something that stirred her nostalgia.

“Well then, the guest is gone. I suppose it’s time to clean up…”

Having decided on the nature of her relationship with him, the witch flicked her fingers into the air.

Her magic responded, forming a spell that transported her body through subspace—and soon, everything that unfolded before her was burned into her eyes.

She had arrived at the very place where she had once transported the girl destined to be a hero.

What greeted her there was a giant whose body was made entirely of stone—but it was now in a miserable state, completely unlike when she had last seen it.


“…Just as I feared. You really did go wild, didn’t you?”

The once-sturdy body was now riddled with cracks, and the mighty core that had been its source of power had overheated and lost control, rendering it inert.

Realizing that all of this was the work of a little girl who couldn’t even speak properly, the witch let out a breathless laugh, swallowing a tangle of emotions.

“A hero is still a hero… even if they’re just newly born, huh.”

It had been a ‘toy’ she had prepared with sincere intent… but it didn’t even stand a chance.

As she reflected on that, her thoughts drifted to the girl’s father, and she couldn’t help but burst into laughter.

“Well, to raise such a monster, I suppose the father has to be a monster too.”

Maybe… just maybe, it wasn’t mere coincidence that man became her father.

That thought flickered quietly in her mind.

***

“Dear, are you okay?”

A few days had passed since parting with Izolde.

I was sitting alone on the sofa, staring blankly into space, when Erina suddenly spoke to me in a worried voice.

“…I’m fine. I’m not hurt anywhere.”

“Still, you’ve been spacing out a lot lately…”

“It’s nothing. Don’t worry.”

The truth was—I wasn’t fine at all.

I’d been told something by someone who had once been a lieutenant of the Demon Lord’s army.

That I might walk the same path as them.

That voice I had heard—on the battlefield, maybe even before that—

The one I had dismissed as a hallucination…

What if it truly was the Demon Lord’s?

And lately, it had begun to sound so much clearer

[“If you seek power, walk with me. Use the strength I bestow to release the hatred you hold for this world.”]

Though it was just a voice for now, I couldn’t be at ease.

Because it was temptation—clear and undeniable.

And if I ever gave in, I knew I could become something evil.

Me, who had sworn to raise Lona into a proper hero, might end up becoming the very threat she must defeat.

If there was even the slightest chance of that—shouldn’t I distance myself from her?

“…Well, if you say you’re fine.”

Erina didn’t press further and left to continue her chores.

Yes. For now, it’s best not to say anything.

Until I can be sure of myself, I shouldn’t make her worry.

“All right, Lona. Did you pack everything you need?”

“Yup! Tankyuu~!”

“Then off you go, be safe~”

“Dahnyaowehssnya!”

Watching from a distance, I saw Erina waving goodbye to Lona as she walked toward the front door with a shopping basket in hand.

Wait—Lona’s going out… alone?

“…Erina.”

“Yes, dear?”

“Did Lona just leave the house by herself?”

“That’s right. I asked her to go do the grocery shopping today.”

“…Alone? You sent her alone?”

Was she serious?

Hero or not, Lona still couldn’t even speak properly.

And it was Erina herself who had insisted she should always stay by her side!

“Hehe, what’s wrong? Are you worried?”

She smiled playfully as she noticed my panic, then casually tossed me some clothes she’d already prepared.

“If you’re that worried, just follow her. I got your outfit ready, so go get changed.”

“…You prepared clothes?”

“Well, of course~”


Smoothly slipping on a coat and hat she had set aside earlier, Erina then picked up a magnifying glass from who-knows-where and said with glee:


“Obviously—for our secret tailing date!”

“….”

A… tailing date?

Can those two things coexist?



 
  Chapter 33: The Little Hero’s First Errand


Erina Fidleton.

My wife was once the head medic who led the medical corps in the army, and even back then, she was widely respected for her unwavering dedication to caring for others.

She never dismissed any patient, always doing her utmost to treat the wounded entrusted to her.

To the soldiers on the frontlines, she was nothing short of an angel.

“The breeze is nice, the sunlight’s warm! The birds are singing, the flowers are swaying, and the people on the streets are being blessed~”

After leaving the house, she took a deep breath and beamed brightly. 

Upon seeing Lona walking far ahead, she turned to me and sought agreement with a cheerful grin.

“What a perfect day for tailing someone! Don’t you think so, darling?”

“…If it’s just about tailing, I’d say it’s actually a terrible day. In broad daylight, we’d be completely exposed.”

Surveillance should be done in dark, enclosed places whenever possible.

But right now, we were standing on a narrow path with wide open fields on either side—nowhere to hide. 

If Lona happened to look back, she’d spot us immediately.

If we wanted to keep from being noticed, we’d need to pay attention not just to our outfits, but also to maintaining a proper distance.

That’s what I was thinking, and I was just about to advise her when—

“……”

“…What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong? It’s just that you’re being weirdly serious during our rare date.”

Erina shot me a pouty glare and started poking my chest with the magnifying glass in her hand, like she was scolding me.

“It’s not like we’re in the middle of a real mission or chasing down criminals. We’re just watching Lona run an errand from afar. So let’s not get too worked up about it and just enjoy ourselves. Let’s try to find a bit of romance in it, okay?”

“Romance? What does that have to do with surveillance?”

“Haven’t you ever read detective novels? A detective trailing a suspect through silent alleyways on a moonlit night… and at the end of that pursuit lies a shocking truth. The noir vibe that builds up during the chase? That’s what makes the ending hit harder!”

“…I’m afraid I don’t know much about that. I’ve never really been into reading.”

Maybe I should make time to read one of those novels, if I wanted to keep up with her conversation.

Just as I was having that thought, Erina laughed quietly, looped her arm through mine, and started walking forward.

“If you don’t know, now’s a good time to learn. Come on! Let’s keep going. If we stand here too long, we might lose sight of Lona.”

Honestly, if losing her was such a concern, wouldn’t it be easier to just go shopping together?

But I knew if I said that out loud, Erina would probably scold me again.

So for now, I decided to quietly go along with it. 

We followed Lona from a distance, watching her every move.

“Gif sanwoo~ ongdansae-moo~ nooga watta gannayo~♬ Ddubbyeoge ddotti-ga watta gannayo~♬”

“In the deep forest spring~ Who came to drink the water~♬ Hehe~ Our Lona sings so well~”

Lona bounced along with a grocery basket in hand, singing cheerfully. 

Erina, watching her with satisfaction, hummed along.

Then Lona suddenly stopped, her gaze fixed on a flower field just past the roadside fence.

“Hoo-eee~”

A yellow sea of flowers swaying in the breeze like waves.

After staring at the field for a moment, Lona dropped the basket and hopped over the fence.

“Oonyaa~!”

Her tiny body landed softly in the flower bed. 

Lona rolled around in it, giggling, taking in the soft sensation of the petals.

“Grrrroll~ Ddekkrrrrollll~”

Maybe she was inspired into play mode?

It was an adorable sight, but at the same time, it was a bit worrying.

She was still in the middle of her errand, and now she had gotten distracted and wandered off course.

“Kyaa~ Our Lona is too cute~!”

But Erina didn’t scold her—instead, she squealed with delight, completely absorbed in watching Lona roll through the flowers.

She nudged me on the shoulder, seeking agreement once again.

“Look at her, dear. Look at the petals on her head—it’s so cute, don’t you think? If only we had a camera, we could’ve taken so many pictures~♡”

A camera… Right, there were magic tools like that in this world.

But as with most magic tools, they came with an exorbitant price tag. 

It was unfortunate we couldn’t afford one at the moment.

As I thought about that, Lona suddenly got up and started heading back toward the market—without the basket she had dropped earlier.

“Oh no, Lona! You can’t forget your basket!”

Erina cried out in concern, watching anxiously.

I turned to her and offered a suggestion.

“Shouldn’t we go give her the basket now?”

“No way! This is Lona’s first-ever errand! If we interfere now, we’ll ruin the whole experience! Don’t you want to see her grow up and become more independent?”

“I do, but still… Isn’t this a little too early for her to be doing errands alone?”

“Ah! Look! She’s going back!”

Erina smacked me on the back and pointed my head toward the basket.

Just as she said, Lona had turned back and was now picking up the basket she had left behind. She then resumed her walk toward the market.

“Whew… It was a little nerve-wracking, but it worked out. Good job, sweetie! Keep it up!”

Erina beamed with pride at Lona’s small but meaningful act of growth.

Watching from the side, I couldn’t help but feel as if I were a spectator cheering on an athlete during a game.

Was watching a child go grocery shopping alone something akin to a kind of sport?

With that thought, I continued to follow behind, and before long, Lona’s tiny footsteps brought her to the marketplace in town.

Bustle bustle.

Today, the market was unusually crowded.

Seeing the thick swarm of people, I suddenly felt a twinge of worry that we might lose track of Lona in the crowd.

“Erina, maybe we should go to Lona now…”

“Shh. Focus. Lona is trying to find the right shop right now.”

Even in such a chaotic crowd, Lona wandered through the market, checking the note clutched in her hand.

As I nervously watched, Lona’s little steps finally headed toward a particular shop.

“That’s right, Lona. Mama taught you how to read the map, didn’t she? Just go to the store written on the note. Good, yes, just like that…”

“Tyesso!”

“Kyaah~! Honey, did you see that? Our Lona found the vegetable shop all by herself!!”

…Ah, right. It looks like she’s made it to her destination safely.

But the errand isn’t over yet. 

Now that she’s at the shop, she has to buy the correct items—and that might be the real challenge for Lona.

“Tyesso-ajji!”


As I continued to watch with a bit of nervousness, Lona trotted over to the shopkeeper arranging vegetables on display.

“Well, well! Isn’t this our little sweetheart, Lona? Where’s your mom? Are you here all by yourself?”

“Pingulumu!”

“Pingu… errand? You’re out running an errand by yourself?”

“Mm!”

Such a confident answer!

The vegetable shop owner looked a bit surprised but soon chuckled heartily and reached over to the shop display.

“Keh heh heh, running errands for your mom—how admirable, Lona! So, what did she ask you to buy?”

“Umm… umu…”

At his question, Lona checked the note in her hand.

As Erina watched nervously, Lona finally read the note out loud.

“Nya, nyaaa…”

“Nyang-patsu~!”


A word I couldn’t interpret at all.

“Gasp!!!”

But hearing it, Erina suddenly clutched her chest like she’d taken a direct hit and collapsed on the spot.


“Erina! Are you okay!?”

“N-No, I’m not okay! What was that!? That was way too precious for my heart to handle. ‘Nyangpasu’—our Lona just said nyangpa!”

“…What even is nyangpa?”

“You’re seriously asking me that? No, this isn’t something you explain—it’s something you feel with your heart! And yet you’re standing there all calm and unaffected—do you even have a human heart!?”

I ended up getting scolded, totally clueless as to why.

As I struggled to find an appropriate reaction, the vegetable vendor smiled warmly and pulled out an onion from the stand.

“Ah, so it was onions you needed! Here you go, dear.”

“Nyang-patsu!”

“Haha, yes. These just came in today, nice and fresh! Let’s see… did your mom also ask for green onions? We’ve got some nice ones—how about one of those too?”

“Daep-pa! Dyoa!”

Lona placed the green onion next to the onion in her shopping basket.

After receiving the vendor’s kindness, she proudly walked off into the bustling market, swinging the veggie-filled basket in hand.

“Nyangpas is nyangpanyangpa~ Daepas is daepadadappa~♬”

She only bought onions and green onions, and yet she looked absolutely thrilled.

As she cheerfully hummed a tune, the people passing by started to take notice of her one by one.

“Oh my, what a cute little one, wandering the market alone!”

“Is she lost?”

“But she’s carrying a shopping basket… maybe she’s running an errand?”

“What a rare sight! A child doing errands in this town.” “She’s just too cute~”

Before long, the crowd’s attention centered around Lona, the atmosphere becoming warm and pleasant.

As she proudly marched on, a vendor selling trinkets nearby slowly approached her.

“Hehe, hey there, little one. Are you out doing errands for your mommy?”

“Nyao?”

“If you’re running errands, then Mommy must’ve given you some money, right? Well then, why don’t you come take a look at some toys here?”

“…Dyangan-kamu.”

“When you’re little, it’s important to play, not work. Mommy won’t mind you getting a toy or two, trust me.”

The vendor tried to tempt her into buying a toy with her errand money.

Lona, seemingly intrigued, stared at the toys, fidgeting with excitement.

Of all things, tempting a playful child with toys…

As a parent watching this, what’s the right course of action here?

Should I step in and stop her? 

Or just let it play out as an experience and talk to her about it once she gets home?

“Nyaa!!”

Suddenly, Lona shouted and shook her head fiercely.

The toy vendor, taken aback, looked confused as Lona glared with determined eyes and firmly rejected his offer.

“Lona! Ttimburmu, dangnankkamu andye!”

“…Hoho, I see. You mean your mom’s errand comes first, not toys?”

“Dangnankkamu annya.”

“Haha, what a good child you are, not giving in to bad temptations. Well then, I guess there’s no helping it. Come back with your mom next time and ask her to buy you a toy then.”

“Ung! Ajji bba bba!”

And with that, Lona shook off the temptation and trotted away.

Watching her head off, I let out a deep sigh of relief and continued following her little journey.

Some time passed before Erina, who had been quiet for a while, returned to my side.

“Looks like the shopping’s going smoothly. Here.”

“…What’s this?”

“I bought you a drink. Really now, you were so focused on Lona that you didn’t even notice I left.”

Saying that, she placed a cup in my hand. 

I quietly looked at her for a moment, then turned my gaze back to where Lona was and finally replied.

“Well, I couldn’t help it. Lona’s still a child.”

If you take your eyes off her even for a moment, she might wander off — and that could lead to something serious.

As a parent, it’s only natural to be worried and want to keep an eye on her.

But perhaps Erina saw things differently. 

There was a light, relaxed look in her eyes as she watched Lona.

“Lona is still little, that’s true… but don’t worry too much. It’s not just us looking out for her.”

Not just us?

What did she mean by that?

“Ajji! Daetchi!”

“Haha! Oh, you’re here for some pork, huh? Here you go!”

“Gommasumnita, daetchi ajji!”

“Whoa there, were you calling me ‘pig’ just now? Hahaha!”

The butcher roared with laughter at Lona’s innocent greeting.

His tone was full of warmth, and it wasn’t just him — we could feel that same atmosphere as we heard voices from other shops nearby.

Everyone Lona met along her way was kind and friendly to her.

Erina, watching alongside me, whispered softly.

“They say in some places, it takes a whole village to raise a child.”

“A village, huh…”

“While you and Lona were out working, I wasn’t just sitting at home. I’ve been meeting people, talking with them… and I’ve come to trust the people of this village.”

Then, she let go of Lona with her eyes and gently held my hand.

As she squeezed it tightly, I too looked away from Lona for just a moment to meet her gaze. Her voice came, soft and reassuring.

“So please don’t worry too much. At least in this village, we can afford to take a moment to look at each other.”

“…A moment to look at each other?”

“Sometimes, we need that, don’t we? Time for just the two of us.”

That endlessly warm smile—

From it, I could feel her boundless affection for me. 

Quietly, I wrapped her hand in mine.

Just for a little while, I wanted to enjoy this peaceful time that seemed to be allowed to us — at least here in this village.

‘Come with me.’

But even in that moment, a faint whisper echoed in my mind — and with it, a creeping hesitation.

‘If your hatred still lingers… abandon this peace, and walk the same path as I.’


I feared that the wavering in my heart might show itself to her…

Suppressing that unease deep inside, I silently followed Erina, hoping to continue our date together.

Because it was a moment too happy… and too precious…

…for someone like me to ever truly deserve it.





 
  Chapter 34: What makes me Human


Evening arrived after time had passed.

Having finally purchased everything on the shopping list, Lona headed home with a basket brimming full of items.

In her other hand, she tightly clutched a bunch of snacks given to her by the market vendors.

Though I was a little worried she might spoil her dinner with all the snacking, Lona suddenly stopped in her tracks and turned her attention toward a flock of pigeons waddling nearby.

“Ko-ko! Purrnyak-purrnyak!”

Coo, coo.

“Kkuku~”

The pigeons, attracted by the bread in her hand, began to gather around her.

Imitating their cooing, Lona tore off pieces of her bread and started feeding the birds one by one.

“Nya!”

Coo, coo!

“Ehehe~”

Squatting down, Lona began mingling with the pigeons happily.

Watching her from afar, Erina, who stood beside me, suddenly let out a soft chuckle.

“She really does find her own little paths, doesn’t she?”

“…Is that a bad thing?”

“Not at all. As long as she’s not wandering into danger, I think a bit of playful detour is something we can let slide.”

Saying that, Erina leaned her head gently against my shoulder.

Feeling her closeness, I hesitated, my hand awkwardly hovering behind her back.

Would it be okay to hold her like this?

Even now, the whispers still lingered inside me, and I wasn’t sure if I deserved to enjoy even this small closeness.

“Is something bothering you?”

Then, out of the blue, she asked. 

Her voice pulled me back to the present, and I slowly looked down at her.

Still leaning against my shoulder, Erina continued watching Lona in the distance.

There was no hint of scolding in her gaze. 

No rejection.

Just that ever-soft look she always gave me.

“…Do I look like something’s bothering me?”

It must’ve been because she didn’t know what I truly was.

Thinking that, I replied with a mix of certainty and fear.

To that, Erina answered in a quiet voice.

“Yes, you do. Just like back then.”

“Back then…?”

“When we first met. You were drowning in worry—so many, in fact, that you couldn’t even tell what you were worrying about.”

Too many worries…

Now that I think about it, she was probably right.

My first life, and my second—both were full of misfortune. 

And so, I had feared even the third life that would come after death.

The only thing keeping me moving back then was the command from above—carry out missions, lead my subordinates, kill when needed, and be killed if needed.

Even though doubt often crept in during those times, I had no means or will to resolve it.

Every attempt at change had been crushed, so all I could do was vaguely hope that time would somehow take care of it.

Yeah… maybe that’s why the whispers of the Demon sounded so clear back then.

If I could just gain overwhelming power and destroy everything—maybe then, I could finally be free from the waves of torment pulling me under.

But now… why have those whispers grown so faint?

“Tell me, if you want to.”

While I was getting lost in those thoughts, her voice gently brushed past my ear.

Snapping out of it, I turned to face her again.

“Don’t worry.”

And there she was—Erina.

My companion who whispered comfort to my troubled heart.

“It’s just the two of us here. Even if I can’t solve everything, I can be with you through it. So don’t suffer alone. Say it out loud.”

The offer to share my pain rather than carry it alone…

What made me hesitate was the fear—fear that my burdens might spill over and hurt her instead.

That if she learned of my filth, she might be disappointed.

That if she tried to share it, she might be harmed too…

“…Erina.”

And yet, I couldn’t bring myself to refuse her kindness.

So I decided to share just a little.

A fragment of the fear I carried, right here, right now.

“What am I to you?”

“What do you mean by that…?”

“I mean… am I a good husband to you?”

Unable to reveal everything just yet,

I asked her carefully, worried that maybe my ugliness had already leaked through and caused her fear or disappointment.

“Do you… regret accepting me?”

Upon hearing my indirect request for judgment, Erina stood quietly for a moment, contemplating.

“Regret, huh…”

Was it because my question held too many implications?

Or maybe she had always had her complaints, just hadn’t voiced them.

Or perhaps… she had sensed my darkness all along, and it made her wary.

“…Well, alright. Maybe it’s a good time to talk about it—how I see you, and how I’ve come to think of you.”

While my heart swirled with such worries, Erina, having organized her thoughts, spoke again with a more assertive tone.

“Let’s start from the first impression… Honestly, I thought whoever ended up with you would be really pitiful.”

“…Pitiful?”

“I mean, as a husband, you were the worst. You had no life skills, didn’t look like someone who’d help around the house. If asked to cook, you’d probably hunt down some wild beast, roast it without even seasoning it, then just serve it saying”

‘It’s all the same once it’s in your stomach. Quit whining and eat.’ 

“You seemed like that type.”

…That’s not exactly an unfair judgment.

Back during the war, I was someone who thought survival was all that mattered.

Although I’ve changed now to the point where I rely on Erina’s cooking.

“You lacked any sense of humanity, isolated from everyone in your unit except for strictly work-related interactions… You gave off the vibe of a guy who’d eventually commit a serious crime and spend the rest of his life rotting in prison.”

Erina continued her harsh evaluation of me, and to be honest, I couldn’t really refute most of it.

I was aware of how wretched I had become and had resigned myself to that way of life.

I became a soldier because I walked the path of one, but there was nothing strange about me defecting at any moment… or joining a group that would plunge the world into ruin.

“I knew you were that kind of man from the start.”

And then, she said—

She knew, right from the beginning, that I was walking such a path.

“I knew it… but you looked so precarious…”

The sides of myself I had tried to keep hidden—

She had seen them, yet still approached me.

“I kept thinking, if a person like that were to vanish from in front of me… if one day they were found broken, and I hadn’t tried to stop them, I’d regret it forever.”

That’s why she held on to me.

Because she couldn’t overlook the evident ugliness I wore on the outside.

“So I held on. When no one else would reach out to you, I felt like I had to.”

Yes, that’s who she was.

The type of person who would pick up trash no one else wanted, the kind who’d perform CPR on a collapsed stranger without hesitation.

She joined the frontlines of rescue missions out of a deep-rooted belief in saving others.

And so, when faced with someone like me, hiding behind layers of filth, she saw not someone to avoid, but someone she had to approach.

“Looking back, it might’ve been presumptuous of me. A girl who couldn’t even manage her own life, daring to get involved with a dangerous man who might explode at any moment.”

Because she was that kind of person—


Someone who wouldn’t turn away even when everyone else did,

Someone who stood before me and made her presence known without hesitation.

“You didn’t reject my presumptuous kindness.”

There simply wasn’t any reason to reject it.

I had a body in need of healing, after all.

And the accumulation of injuries…

It made me fear that even death would lead to yet another tragedy.

“You didn’t push me away, so those days kept repeating.”

But from that trivial beginning, we started to truly learn about each other.

A meeting by chance became routine through repetition. Eventually, that routine became a connection.

“You’d show up, I’d treat your wounds… That’s how we had time to understand one another. I came to realize you weren’t as terrifying as I thought. And before I knew it… I started waiting for you to return.”

Yes, thinking back, there came a time when I began looking forward to our meetings.

The moment her hands touched my body, I could feel myself freed—if only for a fleeting second—from the storm of torment that consumed me.

The vile whispers that haunted me, the ones that grew louder the more I realized how filthy I’d become—

They quieted in her presence.

And soon, peace began to return to my heart.

“And when that moment came, I realized—this person had sunk deep into my heart. If they were to leave me now, the hole left behind would be just as deep.”

That peace was too sweet to ignore.

And so, I tightly held onto the hand she had reached out to me with.

I didn’t want to let go.

I was afraid—afraid of losing that paradise I had only just stepped into once.

“It all started with something small. Nothing grand or special.”

And as I realized that those feelings had existed back then, her presence, the hand I was holding now, felt even more real.

“But those small moments—they had meaning. Little by little, they built up to something. And so, I chose you. I ended up with you.”

Because I realized that the whispers that used to push me into darkness had faded after meeting her.

Because I realized that I, who might have fallen into evil, was able to stay human thanks to being with her.

“There’s no way I’d regret it. Choosing you. Holding onto you. Ending up with you.”

That’s why I didn’t want to have regrets.

About the hand that held mine.

About all the time I shared with the woman who made me human.

“What about you?”

But the more those feelings grew, the more the anxiety crept in.

Because she was precious.

So precious that I felt someone like me didn’t deserve her.

“To you, am I… a good wife?”

So I couldn’t help but fear—what if the thorns in the hand holding hers were enough to hurt her?

And that fear made my lips hesitate when I should be answering her.

“You don’t have to say it if it’s hard.”

But she, too, would probably embrace even that part of me.

She faced me straight on, sensing what I was thinking, and then began to slowly close the distance.

“Sometimes, actions speak louder than words.”

She whispered more gently than ever before.

As she closed the distance between her lips and my still tightly sealed ones.

“You won’t… push me away, right?”

My body froze. 

My breath caught.

As if time had stopped—no, time was still moving.

I could tell because the color of her lips became clearer and clearer in my vision.

Because the sunlight painting the world in red was slowly fading.

Because the birds that had gathered along the roadside were now taking flight into the sky.

And because I noticed a small girl standing close by, quietly watching us.


“……”

“……”

Erina, realizing this as well, paused mid-motion.

And Lona, watching us frozen like statues, tilted her head and let out a small question.

“Hoee?”

As if she didn’t understand what was going on…

Yeah. Lona’s still young.

So she wouldn’t grasp the meaning behind what might be a somewhat embarrassing scene.

If we both just backed away and pretended nothing happened—

“Lo-Lona. This is, uh… well… Umph!”

But before I could explain, Erina suddenly leaned in.

And just like that, she pressed her lips to mine, embracing me tightly and deepening the kiss before I could resist.

My face burned.

Her breath flowed into me through our lips, and my heart began to pound as it accepted the warmth.


“…What? Embarrassed because the kid’s watching?”

After the intense kiss, Erina leaned back slightly, teasing with a mischievous grin.

I had no idea how to respond to that.

So she hugged me even tighter and kissed me again.

“What’s there to be embarrassed about now? We’ve already done everything. Lona, make sure you’re watching—this is how much your mom and dad love each other!”

“Hoeeee~~!”

Another intense kiss made my body tremble.

But even that didn’t last long.

In the end, I accepted her lips, quietly held her in my arms, and took in her warmth.

Because it was too late to put distance between us now—I could feel how deeply she’d become part of my world.

And I had realized that I, too, had become deeply embedded in hers.

***

Later that night, after we had confirmed each other’s feelings…

Lying in bed, I slowly opened my eyes, sensing a presence nearby.

It wasn’t Lona.

It couldn’t be Erina either—she wouldn’t be awake at this hour.

And the breeze brushing against me told me the window was open.

Meaning… this presence came from outside.

Yes. 

The presence of a girl quietly watching me from beside the bed—


“…Ah, right.”

A dull, emotionless gaze faintly glowing in the darkness.


And it didn’t take me long to realize why it felt so familiar—we’d met before.

“You’re… Asha, right?”

The Crown Prince William’s messenger.

The ninja girl Asha nodded at my words.





 
  Chapter 35: In the Name of Love and Justice!


Crown Prince William Fernandes.

He was someone our family considered a benefactor, and naturally, the messenger who brought his letter was someone I had to welcome—even if she showed up silently at the break of dawn.

“Could you come with me for a moment?”

“……?”

Asha tilted her head slightly at my words, seemingly confused.

Nevertheless, she quietly followed me to the kitchen.

In front of her, I placed a kettle filled with water over the fire and dropped some tea leaves into a cup.

Soon, as the water boiled, I poured it into the cup. 

Once the tea had steeped and its fragrance spread, I set it on the table and gave Asha a little nod.

“You may drink it.”

“…….”

“…There’s no need to be on guard. I’m simply expressing my gratitude for the trouble you’ve gone through to travel all this way at night.”

If we’re going to be exchanging messages from now on, we’ll likely be seeing each other from time to time. 

So I figured a small gesture like this wouldn’t hurt.

Looking silently at the cup I had given her, Asha eventually took a seat across from me and brought the tea to her lips.

And then—gulp, gulp. 

She drank the steaming hot tea without hesitation.

From that alone, I could guess she had developed a tolerance for heat.

Perhaps she learned to endure it—whether as part of training or to withstand torture…

“May I ask for the Crown Prince’s letter now?”

Still, though I felt a sense of kinship, we couldn’t yet say we were close. 

So I figured I’d get the formalities out of the way first. 

When I asked, she silently pulled out a neatly sealed letter and handed it to me.

A single letter, stamped with the Imperial seal and wrapped with care.

When I opened it and read the contents, the familiar handwriting warmly greeted me.



To the Honorable Logan Smith,

Have you been well?

It’s been nearly a month since I last sent a letter, but from what I’ve heard, it seems you and your family are doing fine.

I heard recently that the young Hero has officially become an Adventurer. 

I must say, I think that was an excellent decision.

Being an adventurer is something anyone can do, even without fame or backing. 

And since adventurer rankings are a clear and easily understood measure of capability, it serves as a good way to earn recognition.

Once that path has been trodden for a while, those who wish to claim ownership of the Hero might find it harder to voice their complaints.



…I never actually responded to the Prince’s previous letters, but to think he’d mention Lona becoming an adventurer right at the start.

No, I suppose that’s only natural.

An empire-level leader would certainly have a few informants stationed in this village.



Truth be told, I wanted to write sooner, but I’ve been quite busy with preparations for the Empire’s founding anniversary—our Founding Festival.

Now that the preparations are finally finished, I finally have a moment to breathe and write this letter.

Sir Logan Smith, have you ever attended the Founding Festival?

Since it’s organized directly by the Imperial family, its scale and excitement are unmatched among all annual events.

Participating in such a joyous time would undoubtedly be a valuable experience for the young Hero as well. 

However… unfortunately, I’ve decided not to treat this letter as an invitation.

Right now, many individuals aware of the Hero’s existence are watching closely. 

If the Hero were to show up publicly, it would surely draw too much attention—and more than a few problems.



Not an invitation, but a warning letter.

Just from what I’d read so far, I could tell this letter was meant to be taken seriously.

It would be unwise to expose Lona at a gathering where the Empire’s elite are present…

Yes, to protect our family’s peace, we’d need to be careful about both where and how we travel from now on.



So, while I will attend the festival and you stay away from it, it seems it will be a long time before we can meet again.

I do feel some regret about that, but I don’t consider it entirely bad.

After all, if we can afford to exchange even a letter like this, that means I can still provide support or share helpful information in some form.

And with that, let me get to the main point of this letter.

Today, I write to deliver several warnings and introduce a new ally who may help you.



Warnings and an ally…

Of those two, the part that caught my attention most was the warnings. And apparently, the Prince also considered that more important, as he brought it up first.



Let me begin with the warning…

Recently, the Demon King’s army has been becoming more active across the continent.



The Demon King’s army.

That was something I couldn’t overlook. I had already clashed with one of their officers once before.



The Demon King’s army are servants of an evil being who brings ruin to this world… 

They appear suddenly in various places across the continent, destroying villages, harming lives, and committing atrocities without hesitation.

Our Empire has been dispatching forces to counter them, but since they tend to appear without any warning, it’s been difficult even minimizing the damage.

If only we understood how the Demon King contacts or convinces people to join his cause… Then perhaps we could mount a proper defense.

But no matter how much we investigate, no answers have yet been found.



The Demon King’s “recruitment”… The Prince likely doesn’t know.

He doesn’t realize that the Demon King isn’t a person at all—but rather a concept.

A natural phenomenon that arises from the world itself, coalescing the evils born out of injustice, ambition, and societal rejection.

Those who suffer under corruption.

Those who are consumed by desire.

Those who are the outcast, crushed under the weight of the majority…

It is impossible to prevent the birth of such individuals, so the minions of the Demon King are bound to appear at any time—and if he knew that, he would be bitterly disappointed.

After all, the birth of evil isn’t something that can be prevented just by knowing about it.



Anyway, the continent is currently facing various issues due to the presence of the Demon King’s army, and considerable administrative and military resources are being invested to resolve them.

And that also means your frontier village will receive more support than before.

That place, still untouched by the Empire’s reach, is a suitable location for the Demon King’s forces to work in the shadows.



Even this peaceful village we reside in could be visited by the Demon King’s army at any time.

Given that I had once directly clashed with one of their commanders, this warning struck especially close to home.

Had that previous encounter involved a large expeditionary force rather than just us, the damage would’ve surely been severe.

Naturally, if the Empire is concerned about such risks, they’ll consider this place worth investing in—if only to prevent the Demon King’s forces from expanding their power here.

Purely from an objective standpoint, of course.



But that support isn’t always provided with the purest of intentions.

Even within the royal administration, disputes over this matter have been ongoing.

“Is it really reasonable to pour funds into a problem that hasn’t even occurred yet?” some say.

“Shouldn’t the money go to more urgent areas instead?” others argue.

Well, fighting over who gets the budget is practically routine here.

But the important thing is: no one invests manpower or funding into a place unless there’s something to gain.

Which means those outside the royal family—like wealthy investors or influential nobles—must have a more important reason for strengthening the frontier than simply protecting it.

As for what that reason is… I suspect you already have an idea, even without me spelling it out.



Even though the Demon King’s forces haven’t made a clear move yet, the reason some are willing to take financial risks to expand their influence out here…


The most likely explanation is the Hero’s presence.

They know the Hero is somewhere in this area, and they want to be the first to make contact—to gain influence, or profit, or both.

If that’s truly what they’re aiming for, then any support directed toward this village must be regarded with suspicion on our part.



I wish you could all live peacefully…

But sadly, the world rarely allows such a thing.



Reading those lines, I could sense the Crown Prince’s genuine sympathy for our situation.

And because of that, I continued to read on in silence, trusting that if his concern was sincere, then he must’ve also taken steps to help us prepare for what’s to come.



Even so, we cannot afford to fall into despair just because reality is cruel.

Although I cannot provide large-scale support due to concerns about leaks, that doesn’t mean I haven’t considered other methods.

Whether they be the Demon King’s minions or fellow humans, the best way to prepare for more enemies…

Is to increase our number of allies.

And among such allies, the most reliable are those who can accomplish the impossible—those with exceptional abilities beyond the reach of ordinary people.

For example, individuals known as Grand Mages.



Grand Mage.

A title for those who have reached the pinnacle of magic that humans can wield—entirely separate from your average magician.

In the Empire, such a title is only granted after a strict and solemn judgment by the royal court.

In other words, it’s not an exaggeration to say they stand at the pinnacle of humanity.



And as it happens, a retired Grand Mage resides not far from your current location.



And so, the Crown Prince informed me:

To help us prepare for what’s to come, he would send us this Grand Mage as an ally.



Though he’s now retired due to age, the vast knowledge and wisdom he accumulated over the years still remain.

So, if you keep him close and seek his aid, it will surely become easier to respond to the many challenges you’re bound to face ahead.

I’ve already informed the messenger who delivered this letter of the Grand Mage’s location, so if you follow their lead, you’ll be able to meet him soon enough.

I hope the ally I’ve introduced will be of help to you. I’ll end my letter here, hoping that next time I’ll be able to share better news…



And with that, the letter ended.

I mulled over its contents for a while, mentally summarizing the story the Crown Prince had conveyed.

The Demon King’s army, which could appear at any time, and the authorities we couldn’t entirely trust…

Dealing with all of them would be difficult for just me and Erina alone.

So the Crown Prince’s decision to send us a capable ally made perfect sense.

And as stated, the guide to lead us to that ally was none other than the one who delivered the letter…

“…Asha?”

But now, after finishing the letter, the girl who had been sitting across from me—Asha—was nowhere to be found.

Just as I began to worry that she might have already left, a sudden thump-thump sound came from above.

A rat crawling on the ceiling…? 

No, it was far too heavy-sounding—more like someone knocking with a fist.

“Asha, are you up there?”

Thump.

A short sound, as if to confirm.

I was relieved to know she hadn’t left, but at the same time, a bit uneasy.

I wasn’t exactly the talkative type myself, but entrusting directions to a girl even more silent than me… it was a little worrisome, to say the least.

***

Anyway, it was clear what I needed to do next:

Go meet the Grand Mage the Crown Prince had introduced.

After breakfast, I briefly explained the events of the previous night to Erina.

“You’re going to meet… a Grand Mage?”

“…Is there something bothering you?”

Her reaction was sharp enough that I couldn’t ignore it.

As if to prove it wasn’t just my imagination, Erina continued, clearly displeased.

“Well, of course there is. If it were just an ordinary mage, maybe it’d be fine. But Grand Mages? They’re all a little… unhinged.”

“…Unhinged?”

“Don’t even get me started. They hole themselves up in their rooms, have zero social skills, no sense of economy—blowing through a commoner’s months of wages on a single experiment without a second thought…”

“And in extreme cases, they’ll treat people standing right in front of them like lab specimens—kidnapping and imprisoning them just for the sake of research!””

She spoke as if she knew a lot about Grand Mages.

And with how bitter she sounded, it almost felt like she was speaking from experience.

Which would mean… she’s encountered multiple Grand Mages before? 

But are they really the kind of people you run into that often?

“…Mahho?”

Just then, as I was lost in thought, Lona—who had been eavesdropping—perked up.

Her eyes sparkled with curiosity; she seemed very interested in this “mage” we’d been discussing.

“Oh my, Lona. Are you interested in mages?”

“Mahhozza, dyoa!”

With that, Lona dashed over to her toy box and pulled out a toy wand, striking a dramatic pose.

“Ttinggurruru~ Pinggurruru~ Sanang-ga jeong-ui-e inumuro~!”

“…What’s she doing?”

“Ahaha, it must’ve reminded her of that magical girl story I told her last time. You know, ‘In the name of love and justice, I won’t forgive you!’ …That kind of thing.”

Magical girls, huh?

Right, even in this world, there were versions of mages tailored for children’s fantasies.

While dramatically exaggerated compared to real mages, it was something that clearly captured Lona’s heart like dragons and fairies.

“Majimaaji maji-kaa~!”

Imitating one of those magical girls, Lona waved her wand around excitedly—then turned toward me and shouted her final move:


“MAJIKA BEAMMMMMMMM!!”



KA-BOOOOOOM!!

A wave of intense energy blasted out from her toy wand.

The impact sent my body flying straight out the window.





 
  Chapter 36: And Then the Ninja Exploded


“Now, repeat after me. Promise with Mommy, rule number four. Don’t use your power recklessly.”

“Himu, hamu notta usi powwa.”

We were sitting by the entrance after I’d gotten my wrecked body treated.

Before setting off on our journey, Erina had called over Lona and gently scolded her for her earlier behavior.

“Up until now, Daddy has always indulged your tantrums. But if you keep acting out like that, Daddy’s body won’t hold up anymore. You don’t want Daddy to go ouchie, right?”

“Ouchie, nu-uh.”

“That’s right. So from now on, unless it’s really an emergency, you shouldn’t use your power like earlier. If you really must, then only when Daddy gives you permission… You understand?”

“Yup!”

Lona nodded her head energetically.

Watching her warmly, Erina then shifted her gaze to me—one that was clearly disapproving as I tried to sneak away.

“And you—honestly. How could you just keep taking attacks like that without saying anything? Sometimes you have to scold her properly, or else she’ll never learn.”

“…I’ll keep that in mind.”

She wasn’t wrong. 

Constantly indulging a child just because she’s young probably isn’t a good idea.

I figured I’d need to start teaching her proper control soon, and with that, I wrapped up the conversation with Erina and stepped out onto the road leading beyond the village.

“Mahoh~ Mahoh~ Mahoh-cha~ With the powwah of love and wighteousness~♬”

Walking ahead of me, Lona sang in a cheery voice.

While her joy made me smile, I also realized someone who should have been here wasn’t—prompting me to glance around quietly.

Asha, the royal messenger who was supposed to guide us to the Archmage… Surely she didn’t intend to just keep hiding the whole time just because she’s a ninja?

Thud!

Just then, a dull sound echoed from up ahead.

Lona reacted and ran toward the source, finding a small stone sitting in the middle of the road.

Thud!

And again, a similar sound echoed from farther ahead.

Lona followed, poking at the fallen rock with her foot and tilting her head in confusion.

“Hoeh?”

Why did a rock keep appearing along our path?

The reason became somewhat obvious once I detected a faint presence from the surrounding terrain. 

Ah… so that’s how she plans to guide us.

“…This is kind of a pain, isn’t it?”

She had no problem showing herself last night, but now she’s gone back to hiding. 

Is it some kind of rule—like she can’t reveal herself during the day? 

Or maybe she refuses to be seen by anyone but me…?

“Donmeh! Donmeh!”

As I puzzled over it, Lona darted off to chase another fallen stone down the road.

Watching her, I let out a dry chuckle and quietly followed behind.

Well, she’s guiding us just fine. 

And if Lona’s having fun, I guess that’s all that matters.

***

We followed the trail of falling rocks for several hours until we arrived at a river deep in the forest.

Deciding to take a break, I pulled out the lunchbox Erina had packed for us.

“Let’s rest here for a bit. Lona, want some lunch?”

“Wunch! Yay~!”

Erina’s cooking never disappoints.

Watching Lona happily munch on a sandwich, I felt content. 

But I also noticed something—someone’s presence nearby had grown a bit more distinct.

She wasn’t revealing herself, but it was clear Asha was still watching us.

“If you don’t mind, why not eat with us?”

Holding up a sandwich in the direction of her presence, I extended the offer.

After all, we were technically companions on this trip.

And stealth missions take a lot of concentration and stamina—she should eat while she can.

“……”

Still no response.

After a moment of silence, I gently placed the sandwich behind a nearby rock she might’ve been leaning on.

“I’ll leave it here. Help yourself if you want.”

If showing herself was that difficult, then she could just eat without us seeing.

With that thought, I returned to my spot.

A short while later, the presence I’d felt drew closer, and soft rustling came from behind the rock.

A small, subtle movement—so faint it could’ve been a forest creature—was clearly the girl.

Then, a quiet voice spoke from the other side of the rock.

“…Thank you.”

Thank you, she said.

The first words spoken by the silent girl, other than her name.

Her voice told me the distance between us had closed ever so slightly—and I answered her in kind.

“Was that gratitude meant for me?”

“…It’s proper manners.”

Manners, huh? 

That’s not a concept you’d usually associate with an assassin hiding in the shadows.

Still, the fact that she came all the way close just to say that meant she wasn’t completely lacking in humanity.

Taking that as a cue, I decided to continue the conversation with her while I had the chance.

“Does the sandwich suit your taste?”

“Yeah, I can eat it. There’s no poison.”

“…I was asking about the flavor, not whether it was edible.”

Checking for poison over a light lunch—it felt like an insult to the person who made the food.

“Taste…”

At my remark, Asha trailed off.

It took her a few moments before she finally responded.

“That kind of thing isn’t important.”

“…You don’t think taste matters?”


“Food is for supplying nutrients. As long as it’s edible, it’s good enough.”

It wasn’t an unfamiliar sentiment.

Meals are just a means to sustain life, and taste is just a matter of preference. 

When you’re preparing for life-and-death battles, obsessing over such things is pointless…

I used to think like that once, which made me empathize with her now—and even feel a tinge of bittersweet sympathy.

The more I got to know this girl, the more I realized she wasn’t so different from who I used to be.

“There are times when that kind of mindset might be necessary… but at least with us, I don’t think it’s something you need to stick to.”

Those words came from that very feeling.

Asha, as if puzzled, cautiously asked back.

“…What do you mean?”

“This isn’t a battlefield. And I’m not your enemy.”

Besides, the Crown Prince—who she serves—is on friendly terms with me.

Naturally, that camaraderie extends to his subordinates as well. 

If we’re to travel together under his orders, having a comfortable relationship would only make the journey smoother.

“No matter how strong someone is, stamina and mental endurance aren’t infinite. You can’t always stay on guard. Sometimes it’s necessary to let your guard down and take off the mask, even just a little. It’s better for the long run.”

Especially since what Lona and I seek is a peaceful, ordinary life.

With that sentiment in mind, I leaned against the rock she was resting behind and continued in a lighter tone.

“If you like Erina’s cooking, I wouldn’t mind setting up a meal together sometime. If we’re going to be traveling together, sitting face to face and sharing food isn’t such a bad idea.”

“…”

Asha didn’t respond with words.

Still, the fact that her presence hadn’t disappeared made me think she was turning those words over in her head.

She may have been professionally trained, but she was still young—not yet a full-fledged adult.

No one can stay mechanical all the time. 

Maybe a bit of kindness really had reached her.

That’s what I hoped for, but…

“…It’s not possible.”

The answer she eventually gave carried a clear note of refusal.

And just when I began to suspect that this was beyond her own will, Asha whispered the rest of her reason.

“I was told… no one but you can see me.”

“…No one but me?”

Of all people, why just me? 

What kind of order was that?

More than the reason, what bothered me was the person or people behind such an order.

At the very least, I doubted the Crown Prince gave that instruction.

He was someone who valued human connection more than anyone else. 

There’s no way he’d force a child who hasn’t even had her coming-of-age to work herself to the bone or cut off all bonds.

“Whose order was that…”

That meant someone other than Crown Prince William had a leash on this girl.

Just as I was about to voice that thought, I felt a gaze aimed at me and my words caught in my throat.

Before I knew it, Lona had finished her meal and was looking up at me as I continued my conversation, leaning against the rock.

“…”

“Ah, um… Lona, this is, uh…”

This was troublesome.

No matter the reason, Asha wasn’t supposed to reveal herself to anyone but me. 

Could I pass it off as me talking to myself?

“Nya!”

Before I could make any excuse, Lona darted past me and leapt behind the rock.

It was likely because she had sensed Asha’s presence—but as expected, Asha was long gone by then.

All that remained was a half-eaten sandwich.

“…Ooh.”

Lona scowled as she looked down at it, then began scanning her surroundings.

After a moment, the fur atop her head began to glow and pointed in a specific direction.

It was like her hero’s detection ability had activated, locked onto Asha.

“Nonna pininit!”

As if she couldn’t ignore the feeling, Lona immediately began moving in the direction her glowing fur pointed.

Focusing my senses in that direction, I could faintly detect a presence.

Even I, who had faced countless assassins on the battlefield, could barely catch the trace without sharpening my senses—Asha was hiding that expertly.

“Nyaa!!”

Lona tore through the brush heading for that hidden presence, but Asha had already slipped away and relocated to a tree on the opposite side.

She had run, worried her presence would be exposed.

But Lona’s glowing fur was still pointing—tracking her movements with pinpoint accuracy.

“Nyaaa! Unnyaaaa!!!”

Lona darted from place to place through the woods, relentlessly chasing after the elusive presence.

Yet Asha never revealed herself, and Lona’s frustration was written all over her increasingly angry face.

“Ugh… Urgh…!”

Eventually, unable to contain her emotions, Lona drew her sword.

I immediately felt the mana surge and hurried to step in front of her to stop her.

“L-Lona, wait! Calm down!”

“Nyaaa!! Unnyaaaaaaa!!!”

Oh no—she’s fully worked up now. 

She’s not hearing anything anymore.

“Lona! Did you forget the promise you made to Mom this morning!?”

She’s usually good at keeping her mother’s words. 

If she remembered, maybe it would help her calm down…

But instead, Lona yelled and swung her sword with all her might.


“Monnyaaaaaaaa!!”

Ah. 

She forgot the promise.

KWOAAAAAAHHH!!!

A raging wave of magical energy engulfed me.

I couldn’t withstand it—I was blasted backward, rolling violently through the broken forest.

Trees splintered, the ground was torn up… yeah, her strength never stops being impressive.

Thankfully, her weapon was made for non-lethal purposes, so the damage wasn’t as bad as it could have been.

After some time, I got back to my feet and hurriedly scanned the area that had been struck.

I needed to confirm if Asha who had been the target was okay.


“Ah, thank goodness…”

Fortunately, Asha’s body was intact.

She was at the very center of the collapsed terrain, but it looked like she had managed to evade the attack and preserve herself.

Still, her usually emotionless face was pale, and her legs had given out—she was sitting on the ground, clearly shaken.

“Asha, are yo—”

Just as I stepped forward out of concern, POOF! Asha’s body burst into smoke.

A cloud of smog quickly spread in all directions, and sensing danger, I jumped in front of Lona and focused on the scene.

What the hell? 

Did she detonate explosives or something?

Whoooosh.


Just as confusion took hold, the smoke was swept away by the incoming breeze.

And at the end of that, Asha as I knew her—was nowhere to be found.

All that remained was a girl in the same ninja garb… but far smaller than Asha.


“Zagaa!!”

Yes… a ninja just as tiny as Lona.



 
  Chapter 37: The Little Hero and the Wizard’s Tower


“…….”

“…….”

Some time had passed since Lona’s rampage.

Facing the girl who now sat awkwardly with nowhere to look, I took the moment to piece together what had just occurred.

Lona, frustrated, had torn through the area. 

In her panic, Asha lost focus, and the transformation spell unravelled—revealing her true form. 

Yes, judging from the circumstances, that’s the most likely conclusion.

Usually, when one is startled, they don’t use a spell to transform, but rather lose an existing transformation spell.

“Is that your real appearance?”

When I asked, hoping to confirm my theory, Asha flinched and looked away.

The emotionless expression she had always worn was nowhere to be seen.

Whether it was embarrassment at being exposed, or fear driven by a compulsion to remain hidden—I couldn’t say. 

Either way, the situation was undeniably awkward for me too.

After all, I never even considered the possibility that Asha was concealing her identity.

Illusions that only alter the surface are common, but to change one’s perceived weight and height so completely? 

That was on another level.

“So not an illusion, but a full-body transformation…? I suppose that’s the most fitting explanation.”

Even in a world where magic exists, transformation magic is the stuff of fantasy. 

Then again, the existence of a ninja in this world was already a big stretch—so perhaps not impossible.

“Uu… uuuh…”

Seeing her body shrink back at my guess, it didn’t seem like I was wrong.

And then I noticed—her face looked like she was about to cry. 

A pang of guilt stirred in my chest.

She must’ve had her reasons for keeping her true form hidden… and yet, we’d forcibly revealed it without her consent.

“…Hoeeeh.”

But the girl in question didn’t seem to understand the gravity of the situation. 

She simply squatted in front of Asha and stared at her wide-eyed.

When Asha tried to look away in shame, Lona raised her arms high and shouted:

“Kyaoo!!”

“Hiiiik!”

Asha curled up on the ground with a yelp, covering her head in terror. 

Looks like Lona’s earlier attack had left her traumatized.

Thinking that, I gently held Lona back and created some space between her and Asha.

“Lona, you’re scaring Asha when you act like that.”

“Asha jaga! Nonnanang tokka-ta!”

“Yes, she’s a little girl like you.”

Though Lona can be quite bold, not every child her age shares that strength.

Feeling a bit of remorse, I set Lona down and slowly approached the trembling Asha.

“Asha, can you look at me?”

“Uu… uuh…”

“You don’t need to be afraid. Like I said—I’m not your enemy.”

Why would I ever be? 

She’s the Crown Prince’s retainer, and just a young girl—no different from Lona.

Regardless of the circumstances, it’s an adult’s responsibility to protect a child.

Even so, Asha’s face remained pale as she looked up at me. 

It seemed my reassurances weren’t enough to ease her fear.

“But… I wasn’t supposed to be seen.”

Her voice came out weak and lifeless.

“The elders of my clan… they told me never to let anyone see me like this. But now I’ve been exposed, and even the transformation came undone…”

Elders… and clan.

Just hearing those words told me that whoever guided Asha was likely tied to her by blood.

“What do I do now…?”

But why was she so afraid?

A family should love and cherish their children… but perhaps her family was not that kind.

Loving and nurturing families may be an ideal, but there are plenty that fall far outside that norm.

“…Asha.”

Perhaps because I saw parts of myself in her, my sympathy for this child only deepened.

For one so young to be trained in stealth to this degree—there’s no doubt she had been pushed hard.

Maybe even more than I was. 

For her to be entrusted as the envoy of a nation’s leader, she must have endured unimaginable trials for a child.

“…Can I ask you something?”

Looking directly at her, I felt something bloom inside me—an urge to support this timid and frightened girl.

“W-what is it…?”

“You said earlier that I was an exception when it came to revealing your identity… Was that something the elders said?”

“……”

“It was the Crown Prince, wasn’t it? He’s the one who told you that.”

Yes. 

The one who holds sway over her actions isn’t her elders.

Her entire clan might serve the royal family, and if someone as high-ranking as the prince gave her permission, perhaps it wouldn’t be a problem.

“…He said I had to deliver it face-to-face.”



As if confirming my thoughts, Asha carefully opened her mouth.

“He told me the person I was supposed to serve—had to be met in person. That it would be rude otherwise.”

“…So you follow the Crown Prince’s words over your elders?”

“That’s…”

She hesitated, looking up at me with troubled eyes.

Sensing her unease, I gently reached out and patted her head, trying to soothe her trembling heart.

“U-um, why are you…?”

Asha didn’t brush off my hand, even though she seemed flustered by the gesture.

Sensing that she no longer saw me as a threat, I let out a bitter chuckle and calmly shared my thoughts.

“Nothing really. Just… You’re still just a kid after all.”


“I-I’m not a kid. I’m a proud member of my household…!”

“Before being a member of a household, you’re still a child. A child who should still be able to depend on adults.”

What a cruel world, even to someone like her.

Children can’t choose their parents. 

Some get abused, some are burdened with responsibilities too heavy to carry.

Even now, somewhere in this world, there are children forced to do things no child should do. 

And realistically, there’s no way to guarantee a safe life for every one of them.

But at the very least, I swore never to become one of those adults.

I might not be able to solve every problem this child carries, but at the very least, when she’s with me, I want her to be just a child—free from duty and burden.

“Don’t worry. If your household truly serves the Crown Prince, then they likely won’t make too big a deal about what he’s already instructed.”

“R-Really?”

“Yeah. And if you’re still unsure, it might help to talk to the Crown Prince himself about it. From what I know of him, he’ll definitely persuade your family.”

I hoped my words could bring some comfort to this fragile girl.

As her expression slowly softened in response, Lona—who’d been silently watching—suddenly popped her head in and interrupted.

“Ah-tya!”

“Eek!”

Startled by Lona’s sudden approach, Asha jumped and hurriedly clung to me, hiding behind my legs and clutching my cloak.

Clearly, she’d developed a serious trauma toward Lona. 

Yet the fact that she chose to hide behind me meant—at the very least—she saw me as someone she could rely on.

“It’s okay. She’s just interested in you.”

“In… interested?”

“Yeah. It’s just that Lona’s never met another kid her age before.”

Polka at the blacksmith’s is the closest, but she’s mature enough to work as a master’s apprentice—hardly what you’d call a peer.

So in a way, this moment marks Lona’s first time meeting someone truly her age.

“Ah-tya! Jaga! Nonna-do jaga!”

Beaming, Lona proudly declared with a cheerful voice.

“Jaga! Tingu!”

Now that you’ve met, she says—be friends!

That we can be friends, because we can meet each other at eye level.

“…Mm.”

Blushing at the unexpected words, Asha looked away.

Then, seemingly unsure how to respond, she fidgeted with her lips for a moment before abruptly stepping forward and heading back toward the road.

“I-I’ll continue guiding you to your destination.”

Was she simply uncomfortable continuing the conversation?

I could feel it clearly, and while I did feel a bit of regret, I decided not to push any further and just follow her quietly.

After all, human relationships can’t be forced.

Still, the fact that she opened up enough to seek shelter behind me meant I shouldn’t rush things. It’d be better to approach her slowly, at her pace.

“Ah-tya-yayaa!!”

“Eek! D-Don’t come near me!”

…Well, Lona clearly doesn’t believe in waiting even a second.

But then again, maybe that’s just what it means to be a child.

***

We followed Asha’s lead for a few more hours.

Eventually, we arrived at our destination—and Lona and I paused to look up at the towering structure before us.

A single tower, filling an entire clearing. It was massive in both height and breadth.

It looked worn with age, but the sheer presence it gave off made it clear: whoever resided here was no ordinary being.

I suppose when you’re a great magician, you can afford to live in places like this.

“W-Well… I’ll take my leave now.”

Just as I was marveling at the sight, Asha stepped back, preparing to depart.

I looked at her and asked gently.

“You’re leaving?”

“Y-Yeah. My mission ends here. I have to go report back now.”

“…That must be tough. Working at your age.”

“No, it’s fine. It’s my job.”

Despite being as young as Lona, she understood the weight of her duty?

That thought brought a bitter taste, but I couldn’t pry further—not when we weren’t exactly close yet.

“If we meet again, I’ll treat you to a meal even better than that sandwich.”

I hoped that much would be okay to offer.

At my suggestion, Asha flinched slightly and looked up at me.

“M-Meal…?”

“Yeah. Erina will take good care of you too.”

“Mama! Yoni jowa!”

Lona chimed in enthusiastically.

Hearing that, Asha hesitated for a long moment—then turned around, her face hidden behind her scarf, now tinted red.

As she stepped away, she left me with a single parting line.

“…If the elders give me permission, I’ll take you up on that.”

And with that, she disappeared into the forest beyond.

I stared at the empty space she had disappeared into for a moment, then turned to lead Lona as we prepared to enter the tower—our destination.

If that child would be the Crown Prince’s messenger, then surely we’d have plenty of chances to meet again.

“Tabu, kur!”

Lona, now standing in front of the tower once more, looked up so high her head seemed about to fall back, stretching her arms wide in awe.

“The tower fascinates you, huh?”

“Yeah! Ddatta nu tabu!”

She bounced up and down excitedly at the sight of the massive tower.

At first, I thought it was just her being excited—but as I watched her, a chill slowly crept over me.

That familiar feeling—like when Lona had once let out magic without controlling her power…

“Nonna, ppyonyuk ppyonyuk!”

“Hup. No, you mustn’t.”

As she looked about ready to leap all the way to the top of the tower, I quickly caught her and held her close, scolding her gently.

“I know Lona can jump really high. But this is different from climbing a cliff, alright? People live here. If you just jump in without permission, you might cause a lot of trouble for the person inside.”

“Ppyonyuk ppyonyuk, ndae?”

“That’s right. We came here with a reason, so let’s go in through the entrance and greet them first.”

“Un, inja!”

Fortunately, she nodded obediently.

Relieved, I set her down, and she immediately ran ahead with a pitter-patter toward the tower’s entrance.

“Shinnyehamnida~!”

The doorway was wide open, leading into an empty, cavernous room.

Across from the entrance, a passage extended upwards—presumably leading to the upper floors.

Would we meet the Grand Mage by going up that way? 

Judging from the outside, the tower seemed incredibly tall. 

Don’t tell me we have to climb all the way to the top…

KWAANG!!!

A deafening boom erupted from behind us.

I whipped around to find the path we had taken sealed off by a thick stone wall.

So there was a door—it had just been hidden? 

But then, why did it close the moment we entered?

Intruders detected. Intruders detected.

A voice echoed through the entire space, answering my unspoken question.

Bricks rose from the floor and walls, gathering into a single mass, glowing with a faint bluish light.

It was as if they had opened their eyes—and were now turning their gaze toward us.

As per Lady Rosetta’s instructions: any entity interfering with research is to be eliminated. Commencing intruder disposal.


“Wait, what? Hold on—we’re here under orders from the Crown Prince…”

Communication with intruders is not permitted. Eliminating intruders. 

Eliminating intruders.

The mass of bricks ignored my words, taking shape at last.

Bricks surged up from below, forming a massive hand—and that hand reached out to seize Lona where she stood.

“Lona!!”

Damn it. I didn’t expect the entire environment to transform into a golem.

I realized too late and tried to run toward her—

KWAARRRGH!!!

Just as I was about to move, the golem’s hand violently burst apart. 

The shattered fragments blasted outward, flying in every direction from the sheer force.


And in the middle of that storm of dust and magic—

There stood Lona, holding her blade aloft amidst a swirling vortex of mana.

“AJJYAAYAAA!!”

KRRRRAAANG!!!

With a cry, a wave of raw magical force surged forward, completely obliterating the golem’s form.
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Drip, crack…

Unable to withstand the overwhelming power, the golem fragments came crashing down.

Sensing the threat, the bricks floating in the air quickly twisted together, forming bodies both large and small.

“Intruder detected. Intruder detected.”

“Activating defense system. Do not allow them to ascend the tower.”

“Eliminate immediately. Intruder must be neutralized.”

With mechanical voices echoing, golems gathered around Lona, brimming with hostility.

It was clear they saw us as enemies—but even so, I couldn’t rush to her side.

Lona, now in full combat mode, was surrounded by a violent vortex of mana.

“Unnyaaaaaaa!!”

Raising her blade, she let out a fierce battle cry.

Her slash, imbued with such power, tore through the space like a raging storm, mercilessly sweeping away everything in its path.

Small golems, and even those with bodies thick as walls.

Even my own body, watching from behind.

KWA-GAGAGANG!

Tossed like a ragdoll by the blast, I was sent tumbling across the floor and buried under the debris.

And as stillness returned, Lona stepped beyond the rubble she had created, onto the path leading upstairs.

“Ajjiyaaaa! Uiiiii~!”

Was she… enjoying this?

Whether it was excitement or thrill, I couldn’t just leave her be.

I quickly shoved aside the rubble pressing down on me and chased after Lona, setting foot onto the second floor.

“Lona! Wait!”

Worried that she might get hurt by the tower’s defense systems.

KWA-RUUNG!

But the sight that greeted me on the second floor was far from my worst fears.

Just like below, the golems swarmed in to stop Lona—but none could lay a finger on her.

The moment they approached, they were deflected before making contact.

The protective blessing granted to the Hero was still in effect.

And so, Lona, completely unharmed, swung her sword freely—crushing the thick-bodied golems without hesitation.

“We must stop her from going any higher. She cannot be allowed to reach Lady Rosetta…”

“Unnyaaaaaaaa!!”

Each strike was devastating.

Yet not a trace of exhaustion could be seen in Lona’s movements as she poured out more and more mana.

As if to say: “A Hero has no limits.”

As if to declare that her power could surpass even the system governing this massive tower.

“Emergency! Emergency! The intruder’s strength is far beyond expectations! The mana core sustaining the defense system is overheating!”

“Entering temporary sleep mode. All remaining defenses will be concentrated on the upper floors.”

Overwhelmed, the tower’s defense system shut down, and the surrounding golems collapsed into dust.

In the silence that followed, Lona raised her sword high with pride and shouted in triumph.


“Lonna! Won!!”

Well, I suppose this level of enemy really is no match for our little Hero.

But just because she can handle them doesn’t mean she should rush in.

The thought that something might have gone terribly wrong with her actions left me uneasy—I couldn’t praise this reckless outburst.

“You shouldn’t run off like that.”

“Fueh?”

Lona let out a puzzled squeak as I lifted her up into my arms.

Meeting her eye-to-eye, I began my scolding.

“Did you forget what you promised with Mama? Before you act, you have to talk to Papa first—remember?”

“…Ttamdabu.”

Only then did she start to reflect on what she had done.

As the excitement faded from her face, I knew my words had struck a chord.

Yes, she just got a little carried away. 

She does understand the weight of a promise.

“Donmei.”

But still, it seemed she had something to say.

Pointing at the shattered golem remains nearby, Lona voiced her thoughts.

“Donmei not dengmyeong.”

“You mean… the rocks aren’t alive?”

“Yazzokku, dengmyeong get punished. But donmei not dengmyeong.”

“…So because golems aren’t alive, you think it’s okay to hit them?”

“Donmei hit Lona and Papa! So Lona hit donmei!!”

Raising her sword with a loud shout, Lona’s mana began to surge again—ready to explode outward and smash anything in her path.

It wasn’t just excitement now.

Once the switch was flipped, her body acted on instinct—like a river bursting through a dam.

“…Come to think of it, Lona’s never had a real chance to unleash her strength, has she?”

Right. 

Until now, I’d always treated her as someone to protect.

But look at what she’s done.

Even if it was impulsive, she showed the power she holds.

And perhaps… keeping it sealed away this whole time has only made it more frustrating for her.

Especially now that she’s found a weapon that suits her perfectly.

It’s only natural she’d want to test that power for herself.

So maybe, if her safety can be guaranteed…

It might be necessary to give this little Hero some chances to let loose every now and then.

“…Alright. I’ll allow it.”

Having come to a decision, I gently set Lona down onto the floor and stroked her head as I shared my thoughts.

“Fighting golems doesn’t really count as breaking my promise to Mom, and up until now, you haven’t been hurt doing it… As long as your safety is guaranteed, maybe it’s time for Dad to cheer you on when needed.”

“Lona, Donmei! Lona smash?”

“Yeah. But no running off on your own like before. You can only act when Dad’s watching, okay? If it gets too dangerous, I’ll step in… Can you promise me that much?”

“Yup! Yachokku!”

Lona nodded eagerly, extending her pinky toward me. 

I linked my pinky with hers as a sign of our promise, then turned my gaze quietly to the entrance leading to the next floor.

Honestly, I’d rather avoid a fight if possible… but for some reason, it feels like the Arch Mage’s faction is blocking out all intruders. 

If we want to meet her, there’s no other way.

Besides, this is a good chance to gauge just how strong Lona really is.

As we continued ascending floor by floor, the terrain shifted once again, and newly-formed golems began to block our path.

“Intruders have entered the mid-layer. Quickly establish a formation.”

“Concentrate the core’s energy into the mid-layer. Do not allow them to ascend to the upper levels where Lady Rosetta resides.”

Crackle! Zzzk!

Unlike the lower levels, sparks began to jump from the cracks in their bodies.


That must mean they’re using significantly more mana than before—but thinking back to Lona’s earlier display, I didn’t think it was dangerous enough to be truly alarming.

“Can you handle it?”

“AZZYAAAHHH!!”

As I suspected, Lona dashed forward without hesitation.

The sword in her hand swung once more, stirring a storm of mana. 

The golems surrounding her were ripped apart like paper.

It was a scene straight out of a metaphor: a lion crushing a mouse, a tank charging through foot soldiers.

Even so, the golems desperately continued their resistance, but from my perspective, it was almost pitiful—they had no chance.

“So this is what it means to be a Hero…”

Yeah. 

With power like this, it’s no wonder she bears the mission of saving humanity.

But on the flip side… if it takes this much strength just to stand against the evil she’ll eventually face, then that means this small child will one day have to fight such horrors alone.

“AZZYAAAHHHH!!”

Just as I was getting lost in such grim thoughts, Lona shouted loudly and swung her sword again.

Her devastating strike obliterated the enormous golem blocking the corridor, and the shockwave traveled to the walls and ceiling, shaking the entire area.

It was, without a doubt, the most powerful attack she’d ever unleashed.

KRUMBLE!! KRAAANG!!

Just as the thought crossed my mind, the ceiling above us collapsed into a rain of debris—crushing me beneath it all.

“…Hoee?”

In the sudden stillness that followed, Lona tilted her head curiously while looking at me, half-buried in rubble.

Struggling to free my face from the debris, I looked up at her and asked, just in case—

“Lona… do you even know what ‘control your strength’ means?”

“Monnya!”

Right… just being strong isn’t everything.

Once this is over, I seriously need to teach her how to control her power. 

That moment, I made up my mind.

After smashing our way through layer upon layer of the tower’s defense systems, we finally reached the upper floor.

Facing a lone door marked “No Entry”, I was immediately sure this must be where the Arch Mage resided.

“Her name was Rosetta, right?”

“Nojotta! Mahoochaa!”

Lona stood beside me, eyes gleaming as she stared at the door.

Her trembling hands gave away her excitement—no doubt from the anticipation of meeting a real mage. 

She had always shown a strong interest in magic, even before we arrived.

Of course, considering we smashed through all of her tower’s defenses to get here, we’re not exactly what you’d call guests… but since we came on the Crown Prince’s orders, maybe they’ll forgive us—hopefully.

“Shinnyahmnyaa~”

Well, either way, we need to meet her first.

Having decided that, I opened the door and stepped inside—only to stop in my tracks at the sight before me.

Towering stacks of paper, high enough to reach the ceiling, were piled everywhere. 

The entire room was buried in what looked like mountains of documents.

“No, no… this isn’t right…”

From deeper inside, a voice echoed out. 

I cautiously stepped forward, staying alert.

At the end of the trail, I finally saw her: an old woman sitting on the floor, scribbling furiously on paper.

Her scowling face and the sweat streaming down her cheeks made it clear she was deeply engrossed in her work.

“This doesn’t work! What’s wrong with this? The theory’s perfect—dammit! What more do I have to do!?”

“Um, excuse me—”

“AARGH, SHUT UP!!”

WHUMP!

Startled by my voice, the old woman shouted and slammed a pile of documents nearby.

The force of it caused papers to collapse all over her, burying her under an avalanche of her own research—but she shoved them aside without a care and snarled at me with irritation.


“And who the hell are YOU!? Barging in here after all that racket downstairs! Can’t you see I’m in the middle of important research!?”

From the very first moment, she was bristling with hostility. 

Whether that was just her natural temperament, or because we’d interrupted her work…

Whatever the case, based on the situation, it seemed certain that this woman was the Archmage we were looking for. 

Having come to that conclusion, I cleared my throat lightly and adopted a serious tone as I addressed her.

“I’m sorry to disturb you while you’re busy, but we came seeking your help at the request of Crown Prince William.”

“Prince? What kind of prince? Who the hell is William?”

“…You don’t know Crown Prince William?”

“How the hell would I know him?! The only prince I ever knew was that damned brat Gillian!”

Gillian?

Wasn’t that the name of the current emperor?

But she referred to him as a prince… 

Even if she’s old enough to have met the emperor when he was still a crown prince, it’s been decades since his coronation. 

Saying that now feels a bit off.

“Aha! That damn prince is proposing to me again, isn’t he?! That damned brat—ugh, I’ve got a mountain of research to do and he wants marriage?! No way! Tell him I’m not interested, and he should just give up already!”

“I think there’s been a misunderstanding, we’re not—”

“Baba!”

Just as I was about to explain further, Lona tugged on my arm to get my attention.

When I looked her way, she was quietly holding out a sheet of paper to me.

At first, I thought she found something interesting in the piles of documents and wanted to show me… but when I looked closer, I realized the paper was very familiar.

The seal of the Empire stamped on the letter, and the handwriting—both unmistakable.

“To my beloved mentor, Rosetta.”

Yes, this was the letter sent by Crown Prince William.

It even mentioned that we would be visiting her, and judging by the creases in the paper, she had clearly read it.

“Um, it looks like you’ve already read the letter…”

“What? What letter? Are you talking about another love letter from that damn emperor!?”

“No, that’s not it—!”

“Ahh, urgh! M-My head!!”

Just when I worried the conversation was about to spiral off course again, Rosetta suddenly clutched her head and collapsed, trembling on the ground.

What was going on? 

Was something wrong?

“Ugh… What just happened…?”

Just as I began to worry, she soon came to and slowly lifted herself up.

But the expression on her face was no longer the fierce one from earlier.

Now her eyes looked empty, half-lost in a daze, and her face was filled with confusion.

“Wh-What is this? What are all these papers? Where… where am I?”

“What do you mean…?”

“Eek! W-Who are you, mister!? Where am I?! What have you done to me?!”

Reeling back in horror, she hugged herself and stumbled away from me.

I couldn’t comprehend what I was seeing, just staring at her in disbelief as she suddenly began crying and curling up on the floor.

“Mommy! Where are you?! This weird man is trying to hurt me!! Waaahhh!!”

The kind of fear you’d expect from a kidnapped child toward her abductor.

It was a stark contrast to the aggressive old woman from before—but even that didn’t last long.

“No, no. Get a grip, Rosetta. Don’t lose yourself. You’re not a child, you’re a mage! That… that was just an illusion created by the Curse of Oblivion!”

“Curse of Oblivion?”

“Y-Yes. That cursed spell is eating away at my mind, moment by moment. That’s why… to break it, I must complete the Elixir of Rejuvenation. I have to keep researching… keep working…”

Muttering nonsense, she grabbed a nearby paper and started scribbling furiously again.


As I watched her increasingly erratic behavior in silence, Lona quietly approached my side and muttered while looking at Rosetta.

“Hamma-mi, baboo.”

“Shh, that’s rude. Don’t say that.”

…Though to be honest, the term “senile” might be more accurate at this point.

Not that it’s a kind way to put it either.
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Senility.

Also referred to in more common terms as “dementia,” it’s an incurable disease that typically appears in the elderly.

Symptoms often include memory loss or reduced cognitive ability. In extreme cases, it can even regress the patient to a childlike state or result in the loss of speech entirely.

And because there’s no real cure, it’s widely considered the one disease people fear the most—something everyone hopes never to experience.

Yet the Archmage we came to for help was suffering from just that…

Did Crown Prince William send us here knowing all this?

“It’s a curse…! I’m sure this is a curse cast by some jealous fool trying to bring me down!!”

Regardless of how it started, the important thing now was that the person afflicted was suffering deeply.

The mountain of papers stacked around her silently conveyed just how hard she’d been working to find a way out of her condition.

“This curse has ruined everything—my knowledge, my memories, even my legacy…! All of it is becoming meaningless! The name Rosetta Phaidrum is slowly disappearing from this world!”

“…It seems your condition is quite serious.”

“Quite serious!? Do you think this is something to talk about so casually!? Do you know how hard I’ve been working, how desperately I’ve—nnngh!”

Rosetta clutched her head again in agony.

As I hesitated, unsure of what to do, her pain seemed to subside for a moment, and she slowly raised her face to look at me.

But the fierce gleam in her eyes from before was now gone.

“Ddu-da?”

“…Archmage?”

“Dduu, ddaya-yaya… Wootyaaa~!”

Rosetta flailed her arms while babbling nonsense like a toddler.

Just as I was thinking how much it resembled a child playing, Lona—who had been silently watching—began to walk slowly toward her.

“Unnya?”

“Ddu-da-da, wootya-tyaya!”

“Nya-waa, nya!”

Lona nodded as if she understood what Rosetta was saying.

I asked just in case.

“You… actually understand what she’s saying?”

“Monnya!!”

Ah. 

So no, she doesn’t.

“Haah! My mind! It’s back!”

Rosetta suddenly snapped out of it, blinking and shaking her head.

Though still confused and rambling, she gritted her teeth and pulled herself together. 

Then, grabbing her pen, she started writing again.

“No, I can’t waste this moment. I need to find a solution while I’m still lucid. If I can just complete the Elixir of Rejuvenation…!”

Scratch, scratch.

Despite the tremor in her hands, Rosetta continued to write with focus and determination.

The formulas she scribbled down were complex—far too sophisticated for someone whose mind was fading. 

Yet her face only grew more distorted with despair.

Even someone honored with the title of Archmage couldn’t solve this?

Was this truly a problem with no solution?

Scratch, scratch.

As I watched her pitiful figure in silence—

I suddenly heard a rustling sound coming from the opposite side of the room. 

My eyes instinctively turned toward it.

There, I saw Lona doodling on a sheet of paper nearby.

“Nyan-nya-nya, nyaaa~♬”

Humming a little tune, Lona began drawing over a magic circle that had already been inscribed on the page.

It was a precisely drawn magic array, now being covered with Lona’s messy doodles.

“Nya!”

Finishing with a flourish, she proudly held up her drawing to show me.

“Jahetcho?”

Asking if she did a good job…

I wasn’t really well-versed in art, so I couldn’t say. 

But since it was drawn by my daughter, the only right answer was clear.

“U-Um… yeah. You drew it very well.”

“Ehehe~”

Lona grinned brightly at my praise.

It was adorable—but then I caught a glimpse of what lay beneath her doodles.

Wait a second… weren’t all these documents Rosetta’s research notes?

Was it really okay to scribble on those?

“You little brat! What do you think you’re doing!?”

Ah. 

Yeah, probably not okay.

Rosetta snatched the drawing away and shouted furiously at Lona.

“Do you have any idea how valuable this research is!? These formulas condense knowledge that you could never understand in a hundred lifetimes! And you scribbled over it with this nonsense!?”

Judging by her reaction, it was definitely something important.

Lona lowered her head and glanced at me with teary eyes.

“Lona… got scolded…”

“…Mmm.”

Sure, scribbling on someone else’s things without permission was definitely wrong.

But even so, I didn’t feel right scolding Lona.

After all, while she had done something wrong, I was the one who stood there watching and didn’t stop her.

So in a way, I was just as responsible.

And how was I supposed to apologize for that…?

“Damn it, damn it all… this is no time to be worrying about some stupid doodles— Hm?”

Just then, Rosetta glanced at Lona’s scribbles again.

And then, as if noticing something, her gaze sharpened and began carefully scanning the page up and down.

It was like she had just discovered something… something even a great Archmage like her had overlooked.

“Hooh… Hmmm… Yes, this—if I do it like this… Oh! Yes! Why didn’t I think of this before? That’s it! If I apply this formula…!”

Her lips slowly curled into a smile of delight.

As if shaking off all the despair that had consumed her until now, Rosetta snatched a fresh sheet of paper and started scribbling new formulas onto it.

And then, on top of those calculations, she began drawing a new magic circle.

The shape was very similar to the doodles Lona had drawn earlier— but this time, it had a far more polished and professional design.

Then, clutching the completed paper in her hand, Rosetta burst out in pure joy.

“Yes! It’s done!!!”


“…Did you find a solution?”

“Yes! The combination formula is complete! All I need now are the ingredients, and I can synthesize it!”

Rosetta beamed as she turned and began walking toward a room deeper inside.

I watched her silently until a loud shout suddenly came from within.

“What are you all standing around for!? Hurry up and follow me!”

“…Are we really allowed to?”

“Of course you are! You’re the ones that damned brat of a prince sent to help me, aren’t you!? Or am I wrong!?”

Technically, we came here for help, not to help her…

But I suppose helping her first was a necessary step to getting her help in return.

With that thought in mind, I followed her into a storage-like room.

There, under her instructions, I helped gather the various ingredients she called for, placing them one by one into the large pot at the center of the room.

“If the mixture is even slightly off, it could all go to waste! So be careful!”

After placing all the specified ingredients inside, Rosetta sprinkled chalk dust onto the floor and began drawing a complex magic circle.

Once the ritual chamber was prepared, she stood in the center, drew in a deep breath, and began to channel her magic.

Wuuuuung.

An enormous wave of mana surged from her hands.

It coursed through the lines of the magic circle and concentrated toward the large pot.

Even just watching from the side, I could tell.

The level of precision and control in her magic was on an entirely different scale from mine.

She handled mana—which was typically fluid and volatile—as if it were mechanical, exact, and systematic.

Now I understood why the Crown Prince had recommended her as a collaborator.

Bubble, bubble.

Before long, the contents of the pot began to boil.

From a flask placed beneath it, drops of liquid began to drip steadily down.

The moment enough of that strange, shimmering liquid had collected, Rosetta snatched up the flask and shouted in triumph.

“Yes, yes!! This is it! This is exactly the color I predicted! Just one sip of this, and I can live a new life, free of that damn curse of forgetfulness! Hahahaha!!”

“Baba! Lona  juice too!”

“…Let’s ask Mom to make some when we get home.”

No way I was going to feed that suspicious concoction to Lona without knowing what it really did.

As I gently held Lona back and kept watch, Rosetta finally raised the flask to her lips and began to drink.

Gulp, gulp.

She downed the strange liquid without hesitation, accepting it into her body.

Then, after a moment of stillness— a radiant glow began to pulse from within her, followed by a storm of mana erupting all around.

And before long—

BOOM!!

Her entire body exploded.

Fearing the aftermath might harm her, I stepped back while holding Lona in my arms and cautiously turned my gaze toward the now-quiet explosion site.

A small silhouette emerged faintly through the lingering smoke.

And as the smoke gradually cleared, what came into view was… a tiny girl, completely different from the Rosetta I’d seen before.



“…Rosetta?”

Yes, the Rosetta who had been there just moments ago had completely vanished.

What remained was a young girl, with the same hair color and wearing the same clothes as Rosetta.

“Wha…”

The girl, who had been dazed for a moment, quickly came to her senses and looked at her body before suddenly shouting in joy.

“I did it! I finally did it!! Wahahahahaha!! I really succeeded in completing the mythical Elixir of Rejuvenation! I knew it! I’m a genius!!”

A bizarre laugh too unsettling for a child’s voice.

Sensing the genuine joy she felt, I carefully approached her and asked,

“So, the Elixir of Rejuvenation was literally a potion to make one younger.”

“That’s right~ My body and skin have returned to how they were when I was a child. You could say only my body reverted while my mind stayed the same~ Kukuku! Now I no longer have to worry about behaving disgracefully in an old body!!”

Indeed, dementia is a condition of the aging body. If one’s body becomes childlike, it might be resolved naturally.

Though only the body became younger and the mind remained intact… wait, the mind stayed the same?

“Um, I hope it’s not rude, but may I ask something?”

“Sure~ ask away~”

“Then… if the Elixir of Rejuvenation worked, does that mean the dementia—no, the Curse of Forgetting has been cured?”

Please, let it not be what I’m thinking…

“Huh? Oh no, the Curse of Forgetting isn’t cured.”

But just like that, she casually crushed my hopes with a lighthearted voice.

“The Curse of Forgetting applies to the mind, not the body. So even if the body becomes young, if the mind stays the same, there’s no way to escape the curse, right?”

“…Then why did you create the Elixir of Rejuvenation?”

“Because of the curse, I keep acting like a child! Can you imagine how pitiful and embarrassing that looks in an old body? Young folks could never understand!”

“Uh, so then…”

“But if my body looks like a child’s, even if I act like one, it won’t look disgraceful! With this, I— Rosetta Phaidrum—can preserve my dignity as an Archmage! Hahaha!!!”

Rosetta burst out in hearty laughter, as if everything had been solved.

I was left unsure where to even begin responding, but before I could speak, she asked me a question with a friendly expression.

“That aside, you helped me and I haven’t even asked—why did you come looking for me?”

“Ah, well, I came at the Crown Prince’s request, hoping for your assistance…”

“Ow, my head! Aaagh, m-my memory! It’s fading! My memoriessss!!”

Once again clutching her head, Rosetta groaned in pain.

As I realized the dementia symptoms remained, she slowly lifted her head from where it was buried against the ground.

She looked up at me and spoke.

“Uh… Mister, who are you?”

“…You don’t remember me?”

“I-I don’t know who you are… W-where am I? Where’s Mommy? Daddy…? Huh? Wait… what was my name again?”

Rosetta trembled as she looked around in confusion, her memory completely gone.

Even her emotional state seemed to have regressed, becoming that of a fragile child. 

Tears welled up in her eyes.

“Hic… I can’t remember anything. What’s happening to me…? Mom… Mommmmyyyy…!”

…This is bad.

I had hoped the dementia would be resolved, but instead it had worsened. 

Now, all that remained was a girl who had completely regressed—her memories as an Archmage utterly lost.

“Nya!”

As I struggled to process the situation, Lona stepped away from me and approached Rosetta. She gently wiped away the tears from her cheeks.

“No mo’… cwy!”

“…Y-You’re telling me not to cry?”

“Fwen’… no cwy!”

With that, Lona smiled sweetly.

Just seeing her smile seemed to soothe Rosetta, who also stopped crying and slowly returned a small smile of her own.

“Th-thank you for comforting me. You’re such a kind girl.”

“Yup! Lona ish nice!”

“…Ehehe.”


The two children quickly began to radiate a warm and cheerful atmosphere.

Watching them, I sighed softly and decided on the only course of action that came to mind.

“I guess I’ll have to take her with me.”

No matter what, there’s no way I could leave a now-childlike Archmage alone here.

…Now, how am I going to explain this to Erina?



 
  Chapter 40: Snack Time Catastrophe


And so, with another journey behind us, I set off for home with the Great Archmage Rosetta in tow—Lona quietly at my side.

There was no way I could leave someone whose body had regressed and whose mind was this unstable alone in that hollow tower.

What to do with her moving forward would be something to decide after discussing it with the Crown Prince.

With that in mind, we returned home around dusk, and—as always—Erina was there to greet me and Lona…

Clatter.

“…Erina?”

The moment she laid eyes on me, Erina dropped the laundry basket she was holding.

I looked at her, concerned that something might’ve gone wrong—only to see her clutch her pale face and begin to sob.

“A-Aah…!”

“Erina, are you alright?”

“O-Of course I’m not alright! How could you do this to me? Going off and doing… that behind my back…!”

“What on earth are you talking about—”

“That child! The one you brought with you—she’s clearly your daughter with someone else! Not me!”

She pointed straight at Rosetta, raising her voice.

Just as I was starting to feel a bit rattled, Erina slumped to the floor and began to wail with grief.

“I mean, I guess it makes sense. It’d be better for you too, wouldn’t it? To be with someone who could give you a child. Unlike me. But to do all this without saying a word—how could you? Huhuhuuh…!”

“…Erina, you seem to be misunderstanding something. Let me be clear—this girl is not my daughter.”

“Lies! Look at her eyes—they’re exactly like yours!”

Wait… are they really that similar?

I started to wonder for a moment, when Erina suddenly turned to the quietly standing Rosetta and sharply asked:

“Hey, little one. What’s your name?”

“R-Rosetta… I think?”

“Rosetta? Seriously!? Even the same last name?! And you still want to explain this away?!”

No, my last name is Smith, actually.

She’s definitely jumped to the wrong conclusion.

Just as I was wondering how on earth I was going to convince her otherwise—

“Pffft.”

The woman who had just been yelling at me burst into laughter, and with that, the atmosphere lightened considerably.

And I knew exactly why.

“…Erina.”

“Sorry~ I couldn’t help it. I got a little carried away with the teasing.”

“Even so, don’t you think that was a bit too much?”

“Come on, you can’t blame me. If your husband suddenly came home with a random child in tow, wouldn’t you jump to conclusions?”

…I suppose that’s fair. 

If someone’s waiting for you at home and you show up with a kid and no explanation, it’d be surprising.

As I was starting to accept her reaction, Erina glanced down at Rosetta, who was shyly standing by my side, and asked:

“You said your name was Rosetta, right? So… what’s the story here? Did you pick her up somewhere like you did with Lona, or…?”

“She is the Great Archmage we were searching for.”

“What? This kid?”

“Yes. She drank the Elixir of Rejuvenation—her body’s been reverted to a younger state.”

“…An elixir of rejuvenation? Hah. That’s such an archmage thing to do.”

Couldn’t agree more.

Just as I was thinking that, Rosetta—standing next to me—suddenly looked confused, her eyes darting around, and then she jolted upright in shock.

“Wh-What’s going on?! Where am I?! Who are you people?!”

Here we go again.

She’d already drifted in and out of lucidity a few times on the way here—and it looked like the same thing was happening now that we were home.

“Aha! You fiends—kidnapping me for my vast knowledge! You vile scoundrels, I shall smite you where you stand—urk! M-My head…!”

“A-Are you alright?”

“…Dyutta?”

Responding to Erina’s concern, Rosetta began babbling nonsense again.

The fierce glare she’d had moments earlier vanished, replaced by a blank, innocent expression—like a clueless child who didn’t know a thing about the world.

“Dyuttata~ Uttyatta~”

“Nyonetta, gantyana?”

“‘Am I okay’? That’s a silly question! I am the Great Archmage Rosetta! Nothing is impossible for me! Kneel before me, tremble in awe, and in return, I shall bestow upon you… dyuttata uttyatta!”

She puffed herself up all grand and imposing—only to descend back into incomprehensible babble.

Erina, flustered by the sudden personality shift, looked like she was putting the pieces together and asked me:

“This girl… before drinking that elixir, she was an old woman, right?”

“Yes. And even then, her memory and personality were unstable.”

“Yeah, that explains it. She probably prefers looking like a child—an old woman with memory loss is a lot harder to manage.”

A sharp deduction.

Still, old or young, if she’s this mentally unstable, normal care won’t cut it.

As I debated what to do next, Erina let out a small sigh and seemed to come to a decision. 

A smirk played at her lips.

“Dear… The Crown Prince said you were to keep the archmage close, didn’t he?”

“Yeah. He said we’d need her as an ally in the days to come.”

“And clearly, in her current state, she needs someone to look after her.”

With that, Erina scooped Rosetta into her arms.

Rosetta flailed wildly, panicking.

“Eek! W-What are you doing to me?! Are you going to eat me?! Nooo! I haven’t even gotten married yet—I don’t wanna die in a place like this!”

“Huhu~ So even the mighty Great Archmage is afraid of being eaten, huh?”

“Afraid? Me?! Nonsense! There is nothing in this world that can strike fear into my heart!! Who dares to punish me, the Great Archmage?!”

“Yes, yes~ You’re very brave, I’m sure. But setting that aside for a moment, Great Archmage, after traveling such a long way, you must be tired… and hungry, right?”

“Ha! You ask the obvious. My belly clock has been growling and groaning nonstop!”

“Perfect timing, then. I just made some stew for dinner. Why don’t you wash up first, and then we’ll eat together?”

“W-Wash up? Why?! Don’t tell me—you’re going to eat me, aren’t you?! That’s it, I knew it! You’re planning to wash me clean before cooking me!”

“Sigh… There you go again, ma’am. Running off just because you don’t want a bath isn’t allowed.”

“Run away?! Pah! Ridiculous! I told you—I fear nothing in this world! So come at me! I’ll accept whatever fate throws at me!”

“Huhu~ Our dear elder is so courageous. If you endure your bath without running off, I’ll even give you a special treat later: delicious pudding.”

“Waaah~! Pudding?! I love pudding!”


A whiplash of emotional shifts that would make anyone’s head spin.

Yet Erina took it all in stride—like it was just another normal evening—and gently led Rosetta by the hand toward the bath.

Some time later, freshly washed and wrapped in a towel, Rosetta was nestled comfortably in Erina’s arms—her earlier suspicion and bluster nowhere to be found.


“Heee~ Mamaaa~”

She looked positively blissful.

By the time she seemed to have truly found peace, Erina was stroking her hair gently, her voice soft with affection.

“Huhu, what a precious little thing. Taking care of her might actually be a lot of fun.”

“Taking care of her? You mean, you plan to look after her from now on?”

“Well, of course~ I mean, all archmages are quirky in their own way, but this one barely remembers being an archmage at all. And besides, if she’s this cute, who wouldn’t want to care for her?”

“That’s right! I’m super adorable!! So hurry up and pet me, human! And feed me, too!”

“Yes yes~ I’ll get your food ready right away~”

Even with her cheeky attitude, Erina took it all in stride, heading off to prepare the meal like it was the most natural thing in the world.

Watching her from behind, I found myself murmuring without even realizing:

“So this… is what it means to be a mother.”

A greatness beyond anything I could ever hope to match.

It was a fleeting, but humbling thought.

***

And then, dinner time arrived.

Erina sat beside the newest addition to our home, gently scooping up a spoonful of stew and bringing it to Rosetta’s mouth.

“Here you go, Rosetta. Say ‘ahhh~’”

“Aaah~”

“Is it yummy?”

“Yes~ Anything Mama makes is always yummy!”

‘Always’? We only just met today. Isn’t that a bit much?

“Huhu, well if you like it, I’ll just have to keep feeding you. Now, let’s say ‘ahhh~’ one more time—”

“Eeek! Are you treating me like some child?! Cease this foolishness at once!”

Rosetta suddenly snapped and swatted at the spoon, knocking it away in a huff.

Despite the outburst, Erina’s smile didn’t waver. 

Calm and warm as ever, she continued to speak gently.

“Oh my, so the lady wants to eat all on her own, is that it?”

“Isn’t it obvious?! Watch closely—I shall now demonstrate the dignified dining style of a true archmage!”

With great confidence, she picked up the spoon.

Finally—she’d start eating like a normal person.

Or so I thought.

Instead, she began stabbing at the plate with the spoon like it was a fork.

“What is this? Why won’t it scoop anything up?!”

“Pffft—You’re holding it wrong.”

“Huh? How do you hold a spoon again?”

“Here, watch me. Like this—your fingers go here, and then you move it like this…”

Erina guided her with endless patience, calmly teaching her how to eat.

While watching this almost comical, yet heartwarming scene unfold, I felt a small tap on my hand.

“Ppa!”

“Hmm? What is it?”

I turned to see Lona, who had quietly taken a spoonful of stew and was now eating it by herself.

After taking a proud bite, she looked up at me with sparkling eyes and declared:

“Lona eatohh!!”

All by herself…

Now that I thought about it, when we first met, Erina had to feed her every meal.

But here she was now—feeding herself like it was second nature.

“You’ve grown so much, Lona.”

I patted her head proudly, and she giggled with delight, resuming her meal.

A peaceful, heartwarming dinner.

By the time it came to an end, Erina brought over a new plate—this time with a special treat she’d clearly been waiting to unveil.

“Alright, dinner’s over—so now it’s snack time! Today’s special is Mama’s homemade pudding~”

“Fuding’!!”

Pudding—Lona’s absolute favorite.

The moment the smooth, glossy dessert landed on her plate, a wide, joyful smile bloomed across her face.

“Ehehe~ Fuding~ Fuding~!”

“You should say ‘thank you for the food’ before eating your snack, okay?”

“Yesh~!”

It was the long-awaited snack time, but fulfilling the promise made with Mom came first.

So Lona momentarily set her spoon down and prepared herself before eating.

She closed her eyes, put her hands together—

“Dyan mukessumida!”

And with that prayer, she opened her eyes again and lifted her spoon.

But when she pointed her spoon toward where the pudding should’ve been—

It wasn’t there.

Rosetta, who was sitting next to her, had taken the whole plate and was already shoveling pudding into her mouth.

“…Hweh?”

Lona turned to her with dazed eyes.

But Rosetta was far too immersed in the sweetness of the pudding to notice.

“Mmm~ This pudding is so tasty~ It’s incomparable to the desserts in the Imperial Palace!”

“Nonnya… Fuding…”

“Oh dear, silly me. I completely forgot it’s snack time!”

Having devoured Lona’s pudding, Rosetta now reached for the plate in front of her.

She acted as though she hadn’t just eaten pudding seconds ago—as if this was her first bite.

“Well then, thank you for the meal~!”

As she took another mouthful, Lona stared at her in disbelief, a look of sorrow slowly creeping onto her face.

“Aha… It looks like the elder’s memory is really fading, huh.”

“Lona… Fudiiiiing…”

“Don’t worry. I made an extra one just in case this happened.”

With those reassuring words, Erina took out another pudding she had prepared and placed it down.

Lona beamed brightly, picked her spoon back up, and once again aimed it at the pudding.

But before it could touch the surface—

Clang!

The spoon bounced off with a metallic sound and clattered to the floor.

Lona turned to Rosetta again, now with a face like her world had crumbled.

“You brat! How dare you raise your spoon before an adult! Have you no manners!?”

Rosetta had smacked Lona’s spoon away with her own, and now she brazenly seized the newly placed pudding plate.

Erina couldn’t bear to watch anymore and gently grabbed Rosetta’s arm to stop her.

“Ma’am, that’s not right.”

“What do you mean not right!? Someone’s got to teach this brat a lesson! I ought to just—!!”

Rosetta flared with rage at Lona, unaware of her own wrongdoing.

Even so, Erina couldn’t bring herself to sternly reprimand her—she knew it was wrong to harshly correct someone in a mentally unstable state.

“Uu… Uuuu…”

But Lona wasn’t someone capable of such understanding.

She was just a child—someone who needed compassion, not demands for it.

And what Rosetta had done would surely leave a deep emotional scar, one that would soon—

“Uwaaaaah! Nonnya fudiiiiiing!!”—explode into tears.

And with that came a magical reaction from the massive power within her tiny frame.

“Oh no!”

I instantly leapt in front of Lona, and took the full brunt of the magic erupting from the spoon she flung out.

BOOM!

With a loud crash, her magic collided with my body and blasted me across the living room floor.

Erina rushed over and supported me as I lay sprawled out.

“Darling! Are you alright!?”

“I’m fine… I can handle this.”

The spoon had served as the magical medium, so the impact wasn’t too bad.

But the wound in Lona’s heart? 

That wouldn’t heal so easily.


“Uweeeeeng! UWEEEEEEEEENG!!”

Perhaps this was her first time facing such a thing.

Lona’s sorrowful wails showed no signs of stopping.

The magic responded to her emotions, continuing to ripple outward and shake the now-wrecked living room.

“…Is there any pudding left?”

“No, the one Rosetta has now is the last.”

So that’s the last resort.

Do I forcibly take it from Rosetta and give it to Lona?

But what if Rosetta’s powers as an archmage spiral out of control if I do that?

“U-Um…”

As I wavered in indecision, Rosetta walked toward Lona.

But unlike before, she was no longer aggressive or domineering.

She now looked at the weeping Lona with calm kindness.

“Don’t cry. I’ll share mine with you. Here…”

She gently held out her pudding.

Lona, still sniffling, looked up at it with wide eyes.

Rosetta scooped out a spoonful and held it out to her.

As Lona accepted it and began eating, color slowly returned to her cheeks.

“Is it good?”

“…It’s yummy. Hehe.”

“Fufu, what a good eater. Alright then, I’ll keep feeding you—eat up~”

She now resembled a kind old grandmother doting on a child.

Receiving that unexpected warmth, Lona’s earlier sorrow melted away, replaced with a bright smile.

“Hammamii, dyowa~!”

Even after her pudding was taken, she responded to kindness with kindness.

Well, at least the chaos has settled.

As I took in the now-harmonious scene, Erina murmured softly beside me:


“Truly unpredictable… this new family member of yours.”

“…New family, huh.”

“Yes. If we’re going to live together from now on, then we’re a family.”

Yeah… I suppose you could call it that.

And with that hope—that our new family’s days ahead would be peaceful—I stepped into the warm scene between them.
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Chapter 41: An Unwanted Guest in a Peaceful Daily Life

As the sun set and darkness gradually crept over the world, a young assassin was watching a house atop a hill in the village.

From inside the house, where warm lights glowed, came the sound of laughter and cheerful chatter.

It was the kind of noise you’d expect from a warm, affectionate household—one completely unrelated to the young assassin’s own life.

For an assassin, duty and responsibility were paramount. It had been drilled into them since birth.

Thus, the idea of ever belonging in that kind of atmosphere had never existed.

They had always lived with that belief.

But even so… the whispers they’d heard once upon a time had caused a small crack in that conviction.

“There may certainly be times when such a mindset is necessary… but I don’t think you need it when you’re with us.”

“…What do you mean?”

“This isn’t a battlefield, and I’m not your enemy.”

Not an enemy…

The assassin understood what that meant.

From the first time they met to the moment their true identity was exposed, he had never shown a hint of hostility.

“Next time we meet, I’ll treat you to something better than a sandwich.”

So maybe…

Just maybe, when standing before him—it might be okay to abandon their duties and responsibilities, just for a moment.

“Asha Kamui.”

Snapped out of their thoughts by the sound of their own name, the young assassin stiffened and quickly turned around.

Someone had approached from a blind spot—so silently, even they hadn’t noticed.

Suppressing the chill crawling up their spine, the young assassin maintained their composure and offered a respectful greeting.

“Asha Kamui of the Kamui Clan… I greet the Vice-Captain of the Black Blades.”

The Black Blades—a covert group serving the Imperial family from the shadows for generations.

The man before the assassin was second in command of that group. 

He spoke with a dry tone as he looked at the young assassin.

“No need for greetings. I only stopped by while on another mission.”

His attitude carried no hostility.

Yet, the young assassin felt an indescribable pressure from him.

To a girl who hadn’t yet undergone her coming-of-age ceremony, a leader of such a group was a distant, awe-inspiring presence.

“How is the surveillance target?”

At the vice-captain’s question, the young assassin responded quietly, suppressing her nervousness.

“As planned, the target returned home with the Archmage Rosetta.”

“…That fierce archmage chose to join the hero?”

That was an unexpected development to the vice-captain.

The Mage Tower was heavily guarded, making infiltration nearly impossible, and Rosetta herself had been notoriously uncooperative with outsiders.

And yet, she had been persuaded by the young hero and stood by his side…

“This isn’t good.”

The displeasure in his voice made the young assassin tilt her head in confusion.

“Not good, sir? What do you mean?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Our master within the Black Blades doesn’t want the hero’s faction growing any stronger.”

“Master” usually referred to a royal the Black Blades served, but it didn’t always mean the entire Imperial family.

Even with the same bloodline, factions formed and power struggles broke out.

The master they currently served was someone who sought to control the hero’s fate.

For that reason, it was better if the hero had fewer powerful allies. 

But now, a mighty ally like the Archmage had joined his side.

“We may receive orders to use force soon.”

The vice-captain muttered grimly, making the young assassin flinch.

Still, she repressed her anxiety and tried to speak as calmly as she could.

“Um… If I may ask…”

Her voice betrayed her worry—a concern for the one who had shown her kindness.

“Is it true, then, that the Black Blades will betray Prince William…?”

Before she could finish, whoosh!—a blade swung down.

It stopped just short of her throat. The young assassin broke into a cold sweat as the vice-captain spoke with displeasure.

“Betrayal… I believe that word is a mischaracterization.”

Yes—he was clearly offended by the term.

The Black Blades swore absolute loyalty to the Imperial family.

But above all, they were to serve the leader who could bring the Empire an ideal future.

Which also meant they had to be prepared to cut away the rot—anyone who didn’t fit that vision or stood in its way.

“The Commander has said it many times. The one fit to lead this Empire is not Prince William, but ‘that person’…”

On the surface, they obeyed orders.

But in truth, they were preparing to strike at the most opportune moment.

That was the belief the vice-captain held. He turned a sharp gaze on the young assassin and gave a warning that sounded more like a threat.

“And to think you’d use the word ‘betrayal,’ as if we ever swore loyalty to Prince William… Don’t tell me you’ve grown attached just because he was kind to you?”

That’s not the lifeline you’re meant to hold onto, his words implied.

To that heavy implication, the young assassin lowered her head and reluctantly answered.

“…I misspoke.”

Afraid that the pounding of her startled heart might be heard outside, the young assassin suppressed her emotions with great effort.

“Don’t forget, Asha Kamui.”

The vice-captain wanted to imprint her mission once more onto the girl, who pretended to agree without resistance.

“You are a representative of your clan, assigned to the Black Blades… Every move you make reflects on your entire clan’s future.”

Who had taken in her homeless clan?

Who had given them a place to belong?

For the sake of their continued survival, defying the will of the group was not an option.

With that cold reality reiterated, the vice-captain turned his back and gave one last order—an extension of the mission already assigned.

“Continue to earn Prince William’s favor while monitoring the hero. Everything will become a crucial weapon when the time comes.”

And with those words, the vice-captain vanished into the darkness like a shadow slipping away.

Even after he was gone, the young assassin stood there quietly, staring at the spot he had just occupied.

In that lonely moment, with no one watching, she clenched her dangling hand—silently chewing on emotions she couldn’t express.


***

One week later.

I had spent the past week enjoying life with my new family and catching up on my long-neglected adventurer duties.

The jobs I took were mostly simple errands and chores around the village.

But some were heavier, like putting up fences all around the village—a task I had pushed myself too hard to complete.

As a result, by the next morning, I was in complete agony from muscle pain.

Normally, I would’ve been up by now, but not a single part of my body wasn’t sore. 


So… just a bit more. 

Five more minutes. 

Just five…

“Aaaaaaajiiiii!!”

But instead of rest, what I received was Lona’s full-powered charge.

Her elbow struck me cleanly in the ribs, and my body seized up—muscles spasming in protest, pain shooting through every limb.

“L-Lona, could you please wake me up a little gent—”

“Mooogaaaan goooes toooo!!”

Just as I tried to sit up halfway, another full-body tackle followed.

Unable to prepare for the second hit, I was slammed back down onto the bed and left writhing in pain, barely able to move.

“…Why is she like this.”

“Hahaha~ My apologies~ I suppose having a young body again has made me too energetic to contain myself!”

Rosetta, looking positively radiant, grinned at my pain.

There was no trace of the frailty or gloom from when we first met.

She had clearly been enjoying life with our family over the past week.

“Pabbu too, Aji!!”

Just as I was realizing that, Lona grabbed my arm and began whining for me to play with her.

Normally, I would’ve indulged her immediately, but in my current state, I had no choice but to push back.

“…Could you let me off the hook this morning? Daddy’s really tired.”

“Nyaaaa!! Ajiyaaaa!!”

“W-Wait, Lona—Daddy’s arm—”

“Oho! This looks like a delightful new game. In that case, I won’t lose either!”

“Wait—why are you pulling the other—Ugh!”

And so, with both my arms caught in a tug-of-war between Rosetta and Lona, every muscle in my body was pulled taut—wracked with pain.

My brain was slowly unraveling under the torment.

This was no longer play. 

This was torture—something you’d use to extract confessions from a hardened criminal.

The suffering only ended when Erina, having finished preparing breakfast, entered to call them.

“Lona, it’s time for breakfast. Go wash your hands. Rosetta, please come eat too.”

“Okaaaay~”

“Oho! The young bride’s meal is finally served!”

With that, the two let go of my arms and ran off to the kitchen.

Finally freed, I collapsed onto the floor, breathless.

Seeing me like that, Erina chuckled softly and remarked:

“It’s tough having two kids to take care of, isn’t it?”

“…Can you prescribe me some painkillers?”

“Taking meds on an empty stomach will make you sick. Eat first.”

She wants me to eat when my whole body feels like it’s been pulverized?

Surely, this counts as cruel and unusual punishment.

***

After breakfast, as I waited for the pain to subside,

Erina, who had prescribed me painkillers, handed over some prepared pills to Rosetta and casually asked,

“Elder, how’s your mental state these days? Feeling any better?”

“Hm~ Maybe it’s thanks to the medicine our new bride gave me, but I do feel my mind’s been clearer lately~”

Dementia—a condition Rosetta referred to as the Curse of Forgetting.

At first, it had caused a number of issues, but now, a week later, the symptoms had somewhat improved, thanks to Erina.

As a physician skilled in pharmacology, she could produce medicines that eased impairments and brought stability to the mind.

“Really, I didn’t think it was possible to improve a curse like this in a place like this. Back when I was at the Tower, no matter what medicine I used, nothing worked.”

“Oh no, it’s not me. The bigger credit goes to the miracle elixir you made yourself. Your body became younger thanks to it, so the medicine just worked more effectively.”

“Well, of course~ There’s no way a medicine I made wouldn’t work! Hahaha!”

The two exchanged compliments, building mutual trust and warmth.

Seeing how well they got along—so unlike my initial worries—I felt relieved. Just as I thought that, Rosetta suddenly tilted her head, wearing a dazed expression, and turned to Erina.

“By the way, dear. When’s breakfast?”

“Haha, Elder, you already had breakfast just now.”

“Hm? I did?”

…Looks like the symptoms haven’t completely gone away yet.

Well, it’s not like medicine works perfectly in just a day or two. I’ll just have to hope time does its job.

“Pappa! Aventure!”

“Ah, right. Time to head out.”

“Wait, don’t forget your lunches!”

And so, we headed out for work like any other morning.

Having accepted a quest from the Adventurer’s Guild, I made my way toward the western forest, the designated location.

Today’s quest was to scout the western woods and submit a report.

There hadn’t been any recent monster sightings or disturbances, so unless something unexpected happened, it would be a relaxing walk.

“Mowem~ mowem~ chinnanu mowem~♬ Pappanang~ nonanang~ dyemitge nora~♪”

“Haha, you really enjoy going on adventures with Daddy, huh?”

“Yupyup!”

Lona was visibly excited at the thought of walking through the woods.

Seeing that made me smile warmly, and as I stepped into the forest with her, a faint hope stirred within me.

That this peaceful daily life might continue for a long, long time…

Thud!

And then, a cold shiver jolted through me, my heart dropping in an instant.

Recognizing that sensation as a warning sign of danger, I quickly stepped in front of Lona, shielding her, and fixed my gaze on the being that had appeared ahead.

“…Lona, step back.”

I had felt this presence once before.

And it was by no means a pleasant memory.

The figure standing in our path, cloaked in shadows with not a trace of flesh on its skeletal frame, stared straight at us—no, at me—as if it had business here.

“An undead…”

Yes, the one who now appeared before us was an undead.

A being that had already passed from life, yet remained tethered to the world, reanimated by its lingering regrets and will.

“It is you.”

But I already had an inkling.

This undead facing me now was no ordinary creature.


I had once felt the ominous energy emanating from it. 

No, more than that—I, too, possessed something similar.


“You are the one… who defeated my comrade, Iskaban, while in a human’s body?”

A commander of the Demon King’s Army.

A being that should never appear in this peaceful life—why now, of all times, had such a threat appeared before me?
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The Demon King’s Army.

A group that inevitably gathers around the Demon King, a being destined to appear in this world.

Their reasons and paths for joining vary, and while their motives may differ, the result is the same—their very existence is bound to become a massive calamity for this world.

They receive special powers upon hearing the voice of the Demon King, and they wield strength far beyond what normal humans can ever hope to reach.

“Is Iskaban the leader of the Avian Tribe?”

Yes. 

The Avian tribesman I encountered before was a being who possessed incredible regenerative powers thanks to that very influence.

To my question seeking confirmation, the newly appeared executive of the Demon King’s Army nodded calmly.

“Yes. I see you remember him.”

His demeanor was composed and quiet.

Quite unlike the previous executive, Iskaban.

And in stark contrast to the ominous aura I felt from him now.

“…Did you come here specifically for me? To avenge him?”

“Revenge, you say…”

Whatever the reason, the fact that he came looking for me meant it probably wasn’t unrelated to Iskaban’s defeat.

At my guess, the undead gave a low groan, paused briefly, then responded to my question.

“Coincidentally, I must deny that. While we serve the same master and are comrades in that sense, I wouldn’t say we share any particular camaraderie.”

“Then why did you come looking for me?”

“To confirm it with my own eyes—whether someone in a human body could truly possess power comparable to that of an executive like myself.”

The atmosphere grew heavier.

His gentlemanly demeanor now felt meaningless—it was clear that this figure before me was no friend.

“If you’ve fought Iskaban, then you should have some idea. The strength of a Demon King’s Army executive is not something a mere human can contend with.”

I know.

If someone has the innate physical abilities of a Avian tribesman plus supernatural regeneration, even a well-trained army wouldn’t be enough to take them down.

“Indeed, as you might have guessed… To stand against someone like Iskaban, one would need power equal to his, or achieve it at the cost of enormous sacrifice”

“And if you accomplished that alone, then the number of possible explanations is quite limited.”

Fewer possibilities meant easier guesses.

Maybe this person had already reached that conclusion and was now trying to recruit me into the Demon King’s Army, sensing a kindred being.

“Which is why I will ask you directly, here and now.”

Fixing his gaze on me, he finally asked the most likely conclusion he had come to:

“Are you… the Hero?”

“…What?”

“I asked if you are this era’s Hero.”

…He’s completely off the mark.

“Huh?”

But with the real Hero standing right behind me, I couldn’t afford to brush his words aside carelessly.

I clamped my mouth shut and prepared to handle the situation cautiously. 

Then, he went on with further explanation:

“There are two beings that are destined to appear in this world.”

“The Demon King, born of the world’s corruption, and the Hero who stands as his polar opposite…”

“A war between the factions centered around those two is also inevitable.”

“Our Demon King’s Army is already preparing for the day we face such a Hero.”

“…And you believe I am that Hero?”

“It is the only explanation that fits.”

“Whether you are the reincarnation of the Hero, or have obtained a legendary weapon such as a Holy Sword that grants power equal to one…”

Whatever the case, he believes I’m connected to the Hero somehow—and that I might one day become the Demon King’s Army’s greatest enemy.

“…Think whatever you want.”

Strangely enough, this misunderstanding might be a small stroke of luck in this dire situation.

If word spreads that I am the Hero, then I might be able to redirect at least some of the hostility away from the real Hero—Lona.

“You’re not denying it. That means the power you hold isn’t entirely unrelated to that of the Hero, is it?”

But admitting that also meant accepting the hostility of the man in front of me.

Without hesitation, he reached beneath his cloak, drawing the sword at his side as he formally introduced himself.

“I’ve been rude not to introduce myself. I am Lexus Graham, commander of the Death Knights under the Demon King’s army. A knight who returned from the afterlife to fulfill the regrets I left behind in life—and now, I pledge my loyalty to the Demon King.”

Lexus Graham.

I carved that name into my memory, and likewise, drew the machete I’d brought just in case things went south.

“Logan Smith. A retired soldier.”

“Retired or not, your strength is the real deal. And I’d wager there was once someone to whom you pledged your loyalty as well.”

His eyes gleamed.

A deep, blood-red glow burned within the hollow void of his skeletal sockets.


“Yes, you might just be the one capable of giving me a battle of honor and glory.”

Honor, glory.

Words that didn’t seem fitting for one who served evil.

But then again, they weren’t exactly concepts I could claim to hold close either.

It didn’t matter. 

Details like that were irrelevant.

What mattered was that the man in front of me bore hostility, and I had something I needed to protect.

“Well then, shall we begin—”

The air tensed as we both prepared for the clash—

But then, Lexus, who had been about to charge, suddenly hesitated in place.

His burning crimson eyes turned upward, toward the sky.

As if sensing something approaching—something that could not be ignored.

Caw, caw!

Suddenly, a bird swooped between us.

Featherless, skeletal, and clearly undead—just like Lexus himself.

It landed neatly on his shoulder and began crying out near his ear.

After listening for a moment, Lexus murmured with clear meaning in his voice.

“So he’s causing a ruckus again. Got it. I’ll be there shortly.”

With that, the sword he had been pointing at me was lowered, and he began walking slowly in the opposite direction.

He turned his back in the middle of a duel.

It seemed like the perfect moment to strike.

But even so, I chose not to go after him.

I, too, had been caught off guard by this unexpected fight and was still a little shaken.

“You’re leaving?”

“Yes. Unfortunately, something urgent’s come up. Mind if we postpone our duel for another time?”

He said it like he fully expected we’d meet again.

And unlike Iskaban, there was a strange sense of politeness in his tone.

Caught a little off-guard by it, I replied instinctively.

“…If possible, come on the weekend.”

“I’ll do my best.”


And just like that, my second clash with a high-ranking officer of the Demon King’s army ended anticlimactically.

That same day, after facing off against Lexus,

I chose not to tell the guild about what had happened.

The appearance of a Demon King’s officer was something to be wary of, yes—but he hadn’t come to plot or scheme.

He had come for me.

If word got out, the rumor that I was the Hero could spread.

And then people might come looking for answers—and maybe even find the truth.

I couldn’t let that happen.

To protect my family, I had to handle this alone.

I made up my mind to wait for the weekend, hoping Lexus would return as promised.

But as the days passed, he never showed up.

Strange.

He hadn’t struck me as the type to go back on his word.

Maybe something came up… No, no point in thinking too deeply about it right now.

He’s not the kind to scheme in the shadows.

If he comes again, it’ll be face-to-face.

Until then, I might as well enjoy this peaceful daily life while it lasts.

“Babba! Gobui!”

And so, here we were again, Lona and I, out on a quest.

This time, we encountered a goblin loitering on the eastern road just outside the village.

Goblins—demihumans with about the intelligence of a young child.

They’re not particularly strong on their own, but they move in groups.

Hostile goblin clans can be a serious threat.

So serious, in fact, that even the royal knights are sometimes dispatched to deal with large-scale infestations.

But this area’s just a small frontier settlement, popular with newbie adventurers.

There’s no way high-level goblins would show up here.

The quest we took on was just a simple task: chase off a lone young goblin who’d been loitering and causing trouble by the roadside.

A perfect mission for Lona to handle solo.

“Lona, like I said before—no magic, okay? If you damage the road, it’ll cause a lot of problems for everyone.”

“Hoii! Wakatta~!”

Responding confidently, Lona drew her sword and approached the goblin.

The little goblin, who had been digging a trap nearby, noticed her and picked up the wooden club it had left on the ground.

A standoff.

Despite being young, the goblin was clever enough to cause trouble for humans.

Not something a child could easily take on.

Still—I was pretty confident about this match.

Even without magic, Lona was born under the Hero’s fate.

Maybe she’d even blow past my expectations and wipe the floor with that little goblin—

“Nyaaang!”

Just as I had that thought, Lona let out a loud cry and charged—

Thwack!

“Gwah!?”

And took a wooden club straight to the forehead.

Down she went.

“……”

“……”

Both the goblin and I froze in place.

Lona, who had moments ago marched forward so proudly, was now sprawled on the ground, eyes spinning.

Even the goblin looked stunned, dropping its club and backing away in panic.

“Uu… uwaaa…”

Tears welled up in Lona’s eyes.

Even the goblin seemed overwhelmed by the crying child it had just clobbered.

The whole thing was so ridiculous, I couldn’t even bring myself to intervene.

“…Lona, are you okay?”

“Fuwahh… poya~…”

“…What?”

She started mumbling some strange, vaguely Japanese-sounding nonsense through her tears.

Looked like she’d gotten a light bump to the head, but nothing serious.

And besides—

Swoosh!

Crack!

“Guh!?”

The moment she stood up, Lona—with tears still running down her face—smashed the goblin into next week with a single blow.

“…Yeah, she’s fine.”

And to think… this little girl is the Hero fated to save the world.

Honestly, the thing I should be more worried about is teaching her proper battle habits.

First and foremost, we really need to get her to stop leading with her forehead.

“Ajjiyaaaaaaaa!!”

Lona screamed her battle cry with great energy, charging in like a tiny whirlwind.

With her sword raised, she lunged straight at the goblin—who met her strike with a swing of its club.

Clang!

Her blade was smacked aside with a sharp sound and went flying.

“Kii-shaaak!!”

The goblin seized the opening with surprising speed, swinging its club straight into Lona’s face.

Her small body was knocked backward and toppled to the ground.

Thankfully, she wasn’t hurt.

Thanks to the Hero’s passive protection, physical harm from external attacks was automatically nullified.

“Nyaaaaaaa!!”

Believing in that protective power, Lona picked herself up and charged in again with renewed fury.

But her sword swings—devoid of magic—were feeble and clumsy.

The young goblin dodged easily and kept exploiting her open stance, pushing her back again and again.

Even if she wasn’t taking damage, the impacts themselves weren’t completely negated.

And so, little by little, Lona was beaten back until she finally collapsed to the ground, panting.

Seeing her completely vulnerable, the goblin began wailing on her mercilessly with its club.


“Kya-hya-hya-hya! Kyahahaha!!”

“Nyaaaaaaa!! Tejji annyaaaaaaa!!”

Lona burst into tears, screaming louder than ever before—her voice full of frustration and injustice.

Watching all of this unfold, I couldn’t help but be lost in thought.

So this is how weak she is without her magic, huh?

I’d hoped she might hold her own to some degree, but…

If only she could control her magic more delicately, I could have given her instructions on how to manage it better.

Looks like I really need to teach her how to control her strength before we take on any real quests.

“Ki-shaaa!?”

Just as I was thinking that, the goblin suddenly shrieked in alarm.

I followed its gaze—and saw its face go pale.

It stared at something for a moment… then turned tail and bolted without so much as a backward glance.

As if fleeing from something truly terrifying.

“Logan Smith.”

And the moment I heard that familiar voice, I immediately understood the reason.

“…Lexus, wasn’t it?”

“Yes. I’ve returned.”

Step. 

Step.

His footsteps were quiet—far too calm for someone supposedly arriving with hostile intent.

But every one of those steps carried weight.

And the hostility radiating from him… I had been bracing myself for it ever since our last encounter.

“I believe I’ve given you ample time to prepare yourself.”

“Not planning to back out this time?”

“No. This time, I’ve made sure there won’t be any interruptions like before.”

With that, Lexus walked boldly toward me—and then, came to a stop at my back.

I gripped the weapon I had brought just in case, slowly turning my eyes toward him.

Just like before, he drew the sword at his hip, eyes glowing darker than blood.

But this time… there was something small on his back.

Yes—this undead warrior, exuding killing intent—

Was carrying a child.

“Now, warrior. Take up your weapon. If you are prepared to face a duel where honor and glory shall coexist—!”

“…Before that, I have to ask one thing. Will you answer?”

Because the situation I was witnessing right now…

Made absolutely no sense.


“Speak.”

He responded calmly, and I couldn’t help grimacing as I stared at the small bundle on his back.

And asked:


“…You’re not seriously planning to fight… with a baby on your back, are you?”

I mean—

Why the hell does a high-ranking officer of the Demon King’s army even have a baby!?



 
  Chapter 43: An Unusual Baby


The Demon King’s army is a group that worships evil.

Therefore, expecting a fair and honorable fight from them might be wishful thinking.

Even if they speak of honor and glory with their own mouths, one must assume it could very well be a trick.

“Are you really planning to fight with a baby on your back?”

Still, even with all that in mind, wasn’t this situation far beyond anything I could’ve imagined?

Even if it had horn-like protrusions on its head, it was otherwise no different from an ordinary infant… Could he seriously be using the baby as a hostage to shake my resolve?

“…Logan Smith.”

At my question, Lexus paused before continuing in a hard tone.

“I carry a regret from my past life—one I could never fulfill. In order to resolve that regret, I rose from death… and eventually, guided by a certain voice, I found myself among those who threaten humanity, like you.”

His voice was entirely sincere.

Even as he spoke of honor, he emphasized that there had been a reason—a cause—for joining such a villainous cause.

“The reason why someone who was once human like me now stands against humanity is just one thing: to fight a ‘battle without regrets’ before peacefully ending my life.“

“But if I were to fight against other evil cultists, that dream would never be realized.“

“Instead, by standing on the side of evil and confronting those who uphold justice, they would demand fairness and allow me the honorable battle I seek.”

“So, what you want can only be achieved by fighting those who pursue justice?”

“Exactly. And then you appeared before me. A man who is either a hero or something very close. I have longed for this fight, and now that it’s here, I have come prepared to give everything I have.”

All he wanted was a fair fight where he could pour in his full strength.

That kind of pure desire had been consistent ever since I first met him. And that attitude, in turn, lent him a kind of authenticity

A truth that made it easier to understand the undead named Lexus Graham.

Unlike the other commanders of the Demon King’s army, he wasn’t someone who would stoop to inhuman trickery.

“Do you think I would turn away from this moment, the one chance I have to resolve my regret?”

So he wasn’t going to back down.

I prepared myself to take this fight seriously… but even that determination wavered when I looked at the baby on his back, still sucking on a pacifier.

“I understand your situation, but still… wouldn’t it be better to set the baby down first?”

If he truly sought an honorable and fair fight, there’s no way he would do something so senseless as involving an infant.

“…I can’t.”

His curt refusal caught me off guard.

“Why not?”

When I asked again, he responded with a weary voice after a brief pause.

“Because it starts crying the moment I put it down.”

“Crying?”

“Yes. Last time, as soon as it woke up and realized I wasn’t nearby, it started wailing. So I brought it along this time to avoid having to leave in the middle of things.”

“…There’s really no one else you could entrust it to?”

“I’ve tried leaving it with the servants at our base. But it just kept crying. Basically, I’m the only one who can keep it from crying at this point.”

“…”

I found myself at a loss for words.

The fact that someone who had returned from death with such a burning desire for an honorable duel… was now stuck in this ridiculous situation because he couldn’t leave a baby alone.

Was this really the behavior of a commander of the Demon King’s army?

“…Forget it.”

I felt something was off, so I lowered my weapon and backed away.

“Forget it? What do you mean…?”

“I understand that you’re serious about this fight.”

“But if you can’t put that baby down, then it must be important to you. In that case, wouldn’t it be better to postpone the fight—for the baby’s sake?”

“That’s absurd! Are you telling me to back down just before our battle!?”

“Not to back down—just to take care of things first. For the honorable battle you want, you should settle that matter before we begin.”

No matter the circumstances, dragging a baby into a battlefield can’t be considered honorable.

And as someone who also raises a child, I couldn’t see his concern for the baby as something entirely foreign.

I truly hoped he would back down—but even then, Lexus simply gripped his sword tighter and refused to lower his stance.

“It’s impossible, I tell you!”

“…Lexus.”

“It’s not like I wanted to take care of this kid! It just suddenly showed up one day, started calling me ‘Papa,’ and stuck to me ever since! Why must I let this one child interfere with my grand ambition!?”

Interfere…? 

Did he really see the child as a nuisance?

Was the child such an obstacle that he would rather fulfill his personal ambition than care for it?

“Even with a baby on my back, my combat ability remains unaffected! So draw your sword! Show me everything you’ve got!!!”

Regardless of what I thought of him, Lexus was dead set on having this fight.

But just then, something changed in the baby strapped to his back.

“U… Uuu…”

The infant, seemingly provoked by the sudden shouting, began to tremble.

And just as I realized that a wail was imminent, Lexus opened his mouth in alarm.

“W-Wait! Calm down! If you cry here…!”

“WAAAAAAAAAH!!”

A wail bursts out.

A thunderous, high-pitched cry that no one would believe came from a newborn.

BOOOOOOM!!

And then, a violent explosion erupts, sending Lexus flying.

Caught off guard by the sudden turn of events, I could only watch in shock as a raging torrent of power began to swirl around the floating baby.

A vortex of pure magical energy, born from that single infant’s cries.


“WAAAAAAHH! AAAAAAAAHH!!”

Crackle, pop— Sparks burst out violently from the chaotic clash of forces.

It was like watching a miniature natural disaster. 

I could only hold my breath and watch from outside its range.

“…So, the child isn’t ordinary after all.”

I think I now understand why Lexus left immediately the first time the baby cried.

As that thought crossed my mind, Lexus pushed forward through the vortex and tried to speak gently to the child.

“Calm down. Calm down, little one. There’s no one here who would harm you…”

“U… uuuhh… waaah…”

“I—I’m right here by your side! I’m the one you think of as your parent, aren’t I? So please, stop those tears—”

“WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHH!!!”


BOOM-BOOM-BOOM!! 

A chain of explosions blasts Lexus mercilessly.

He ends up half-buried in a crater, and somehow, it feels familiar.

A guardian tormented by a baby… Where have I seen this before?

“Guh—damn it. Why… why are babies always so violent…?”

“…I don’t think all babies are like that.”

Regardless, if we let this go on, the entire area will be completely wrecked.

As I considered how to calm this down before it got worse, my eyes caught a small girl pushing her way through the vortex.

“…Lona?”

Lona, her cloak fluttering behind her, was calmly walking toward the crying baby.

Unlike Lexus, who was thrown back by the force, her steps seemed composed and unshaken. 

Before long, she stood face-to-face with the infant.

“Nya!”

Without hesitation, she leaned in close to the baby’s face.

Startled by her presence, the baby flinched. 

Lona then covered her face with both hands and began muttering softly.

“Urrrrrurururu~”

She made a strange rolling sound with her tongue.


“Beh~”

Then she opened her hands and stuck her tongue out, making a silly face.

“Urrrrururururu, beh~ behhhh~”

She repeated this goofy routine a few more times in front of the sobbing baby.

Eventually, the wailing began to ease.

And then—

“Hehehe, kyaaa~!”

The baby burst into laughter, delighted by the funny faces.

At that moment, the overwhelming energy that had surged around us just moments ago faded like it had never existed.

The chaos that threatened to tear this place apart… Lona had calmed it all.

I let out a breath of relief, my heart still pounding.

“Guess it takes a child to understand another child.”

Lona is still a little girl herself, but seeing her cheer up the baby so effortlessly… maybe she’s more mature than I thought.

Just then, Lexus—finally regaining his composure—glanced over at Lona, who was now holding the baby, and muttered quietly.

“…I owe you.”

“Don’t thank me—thank Lona.”

“Lona… is that the child’s name?”

A glint appeared beneath his empty eyes.

He was studying her. 

Watching her closely.

Like he was trying to discern the source of her power.

“More importantly, she doesn’t seem to be affected by the baby’s outburst at all.”

I didn’t like the sound of that.

I had been planning to keep Lona’s identity hidden from the Demon King’s army for as long as possible. It’s still too early… Too soon for them to know.

“Could she be…?”

As I was wracking my brain to come up with an excuse—

A foul stench suddenly assaulted my nose.

I quickly held my breath and turned to where Lona stood.

The baby looked completely refreshed… and Lona’s face had scrunched up in horror from the smell.

“Ugh… stinky!”

Well… I guess this sort of thing happens with babies.

I quickly turned to Lexus.

“Lexus. Did you bring any diapers?”

“…Diapers? What are those?”

“…?”

“…?”

We tilted our heads at each other in confusion.

And with growing dread in my voice, I asked,

“…Then, how do you usually handle it when a baby… does that?”

“Usually, I just dip them in the river to clean them…”

Damn it, how carelessly have you been raising this child?

“Ugh, uuu…”

But no matter what, if we leave things as they are, the wet diaper might make the baby start crying again.

With no other choice, I picked the baby up in my arms, turned my back to the scene, and said to Lexus,

“Follow me. If you care more about that child than fighting.”

After a moment of hesitation, he replied.

“…Very well.”

All the fiery determination from earlier had completely vanished from his voice.

****

“Honey? You’re home early today—huh?”

As I returned home looking for a solution, Erina opened the front door and froze upon seeing Lexus standing beside me.

“A s-skeleton? Why is there an undead here?”

“I’ll explain later. Can you take care of this baby’s diaper first?”

The moment I gently held out the baby in my arms, the smell reached her, and she nodded, quickly grasping the situation. 

She took the baby and headed to the living room table.

With skilled hands, she began removing the swaddling cloth and clothes. 

Despite the unsanitary sight that was soon revealed, she didn’t flinch and calmly prepared for the task.

“Wow, someone really went all out. Lona, could you bring me some water? And you, get the diapers from the drawer, please.”

“…We have diapers at home?”

“Yes, well, I got them for Lady Rosetta.”

Ah… Come to think of it, she might actually need them.

“Uu… uuu… waaaah…”

Once everything was ready, Erina gently wiped the baby’s soiled lower body with a towel, speaking in a soft, comforting tone.

“My, my. Why is our little one crying so sadly? There’s still so much in life to cry about, you know. Better save some of those tears.”

“…Sniffle.”

“There, there. Don’t worry. All done! See? Don’t you feel better now?”

After the diaper was changed, the baby’s expression relaxed noticeably. 

Clearly pleased with Erina’s care, the baby let out a happy gurgle—though before long, that smile began to falter again.

“Oh dear, are you hungry now? Lucky for us, we have some fresh milk at home. Just wait a moment.”

With that, Erina cradled the baby and headed to the kitchen. 

Watching from the living room, Lexus finally murmured his thoughts.

“She’s skilled.”

To which I replied,

“That’s what mothers are.”

“…A mother, huh.”

Lexus’s empty gaze was fixed on the kitchen where Erina had disappeared.

The silence that followed told me he was deep in thought. 

Whether it was about the baby, or his own foolishness in trying to bring the child into battle—I couldn’t tell.

“…I truly owe you.”

Whatever it was, those words of gratitude didn’t feel hollow. 

At the very least, I could sense that much.

“From someone who’s been hostile to you from the start, I’ve received more help than I can repay. As they say, I’ve been shown great kindness.”

“Kindness, huh?”

He’s really not acting like a Demon Lord’s officer these days, saying things like that.

Well, if he no longer harbors hostility, then I have no reason to treat him as an enemy either. With that in mind, I tried to keep the conversation light.

“If it felt like kindness, then that must mean that child is precious to you.”

“…Precious?”

“Isn’t it?”

He may have acted recklessly by bringing the child to a fight, but in every other way, it was clear that Lexus didn’t treat the child lightly.

A general of the Demon Lord’s army, taking in and raising a baby. 

Even though the child holds dangerous powers, he didn’t abandon them—and when those powers went berserk, instead of punishing them, he tried everything to calm the crying.

Above all, he even stopped fighting to focus on taking care of the baby.

“…I’m not sure.”

Even so, his reply was tinged with bitter emotion, as if the truth didn’t quite settle in his heart.

“For someone like me, who came back to life for a single lingering regret… it’s hard to believe anything could matter more than that.”

It’s something that defies common sense.

Something that shouldn’t happen in reality.

To him, being with the baby likely felt like something irrational. 

That’s why even while he worried for the child, he couldn’t simply cast aside his original purpose of revenge.

“…If you don’t mind, would you tell me?”


Now that the fire of battle had cooled—

I decided to use this moment of peace to ask what I’d been wondering.

“How did you end up taking in that child?”

Why would a high-ranking undead of the Demon Lord’s army raise a baby?

And like Lona, who also had abnormal power from an early age—what exactly is that child?



 
  Chapter 44: Did I Do the Right Thing?


Hundreds of years ago, there was a knight in a certain kingdom.

He loved the country where he had been born and raised. 

Grateful to the state that had recognized his talent and granted him a position, he offered his unwavering loyalty.

As long as his loyalty remained firm, his sword would always be wielded for the sake of the kingdom.

He was a knight who had believed that with all his heart throughout his life—but the world, indifferent to such reverent conviction, presented him with a future of despair.

A sudden invasion. 

The crumbling morale of the military.

Even as he resisted, traitors lurked behind him, eager to sell out the nation. 

Yet he never abandoned his country and continued the fight—only to be branded a criminal and sentenced to execution with the fall of the kingdom.

The knight felt bitter resentment toward such a reality.

His execution was not due to a lack of strength, nor was it a painful decision made by a sorrowful ruler. 

It was the cowardly scheming of traitors seeking to profit by clinging to the invading enemy.

“If only I had died in battle giving it my all, I’d have had no regrets… Why would the heavens deal me such a cruel fate?”

Those were his final words. 

His head was severed, and his life ended buried in a graveyard with no mourners or family.

But even buried in the ground, his lingering regrets did not subside. 

And the ominous dark energy that had tainted the land eventually summoned his soul from the afterlife, making him wander the world once more.

Now a revenant, the knight thought with an empty mind:

He had returned to this world to fulfill his unfulfilled regrets.

His former lord and country were long turned to dust—but even so, the knight’s indomitable will still remained.

It was that will that gave shape to his otherwise hollow heart. 

And to realize it, he once again gripped a sword in his bony hand.

What he desired was a fair, all-out fight.

A fitting end—one he could accept wholeheartedly. 

A final battle unlike the betrayal-ridden death he had suffered in his previous life.

“Do you seek power?”

The voice echoed at a time when he was roaming the continent in secret, searching for a stage where he could put his desire into action.

“I shall grant you the strength to fulfill your desire. So join me. Let us spew forth the light that will illuminate this world.”

Indeed, the revenant needed power.

Power to fight at his peak, even in this skeletal body.

To meet such conditions, he was willing to swear loyalty even to a being of evil if it meant being granted the strength he required.

“If you can truly provide me with a place for an honorable battle, I will serve you—even with this fleshless body of mine.”

And so, Lexus Graham pledged himself to the voice that had guided him, swearing fealty to this second lord. 

He resolved to become a general who would lead the army gathered under this being.

He believed this was why he had returned from death.

That this was the only way to fulfill his lingering regret.

“Lord Lexus! Something has crashed outside the castle!”

One day, while leading his troops and preparing for the battles to come, Lexus received an urgent report at his base.

A black-glowing star had fallen from the sky, crashing near their stronghold.

“I’ll go check it myself.”

Whether it was an enemy attack or a natural disaster—if power was needed to deal with it, it was his duty as the commander to face it directly.

Exercising his sense of responsibility, Lexus stepped into the area where the black meteor had fallen. 

There, in the crater, he found a lone baby.

Had someone abandoned the child, or was the child the true identity of the black meteor?

“…Pa, Paa.”

One thing was certain—the child had a distinct self-awareness, and their gaze, upon meeting his, was unwaveringly directed at him.

The child babbled as if seeing him as a father.

“I’m not sure, but abandoning this child would be dishonorable.”

Yes, even though he had become a revenant, he was still a knight pursuing honor.

Even standing on the side of evil, there was a line he would follow. 

So, despite the circumstances, he decided to take the child in. 

He thought that, just as he had returned to life, perhaps this too was destiny, guided by the heavens.

“Aaaaaaaaaaaang!!”

However, his sentimental thoughts were quickly shattered.

Fwoooom!!

As soon as the baby cried out, the ground around them shook violently.

Lexus felt a sudden wave of regret as he realized how reckless his decision had been.

Just by crying, the child was unleashing magic that even he could not control. 

This was no child he could casually raise.

***

“…That’s how it happened.”

Lexus lowered his head after briefly explaining the situation. 

A soft sigh escaped him, revealing the hardship he had faced after taking the child in.

“Seems like it was tough.”

“Tough is an understatement. Every time the child cried, the ground would shake, and several of the castles I stayed in were damaged.” 

“I even tried finding a substitute to handle things, but the moment I left, the baby would start crying. My activities have been severely hindered.”

Was it because so much had piled up? 

He sighed deeply, heavier than when he had once sworn to uphold his honor, and his gaze shifted to the baby, who was being cared for by Erina.

“Really… how did I end up taking in that child?”

As a revenant seeking to resolve his lingering regrets, this child was a nuisance, no doubt. 

Yet, his decision not to abandon the child suggested that he had already developed a strong attachment to it.

Just as I had once taken in Lona, who had suddenly fallen to this land.

“I’m asking this again because I’m concerned…”

Yes, there was something eerily similar between what Lexus had just told me and what I had experienced.

“Is it true that a black star fell near your dwelling, and the child was there?”

“Yes, it’s certain.”

“Do you have any idea who or what the child might be?”

“Not yet… But do you have any guesses?”

“…”


Silence.

After a long pause, I averted my gaze and gave a brief response.

“No, nothing specific.”

“…I see.”

Lexus accepted my answer without suspicion, though I couldn’t shake the feeling that he might discover my lie. 

After all, there was a chance that the child Lexus had taken in was like Lona.

***

“A being does not become a Demon King simply because they wish to. One day, an abstract force suddenly emerges in this world, taking shape and will.” 

“This will naturally draws in those who meet certain conditions, and thus the Demon King’s army is born.”

These were the words of Izolde, a former officer of the Demon King’s army.

A Demon King is a mere concept, but once it develops a will, it can begin to act.

Which means that, even if it starts without form, it is possible for that will to eventually take physical shape and begin to act.

If that’s the case…

What if this child is truly the reincarnation of a Demon King? 

Could defeating this child prevent the war that’s surely to come?

Could the child I took in be the key to preventing a future conflict?

***

“Oh, looks like our little one wants to play with Lona~”

Despite the inner conflict, Erina lovingly took the baby in her arms.

This child might one day become an enemy to Lona.

“Nonna, jakanang nonne!”

And Lona, who was unaware, was just as curious.

Lona, unaware that the child she was playing with might one day bear the fate of a Demon King, was happily interacting with the child.

“Yes, let’s play with our little one~ Now, let’s hold hands and clap~ clap~ clap~”

“Zzaku~ jakanang zzaku~!”

The small hands clasped together. 

They swayed up and down, feeling the connection.

The little warrior smiled brightly. No matter what the future held, for now, she simply wanted to play with the small being before her, free of any sense of danger.

The little Demon King, holding hands with Lona, also showed signs of joy.

“Kyah~ Hehe~”

“Oh my~ Looks like our little one is happy to have a big sister.”

“Nonna, unya?”

“Hmm~ Looks like Lona’s a big sister now~ Since you have a little one now, you’ll be a good big sister, right?”

“Yep! Nonna, dongdaeng dyoya~”


The atmosphere was filled with warmth and happiness.

A scene where good and evil could hardly be imagined to be at odds with each other.

“…So, what will you do from now on?”

Unable to intervene in such a scene, I could only watch from a distance and ask the person next to me.

“What do you mean?”

“I was asking which one you would prioritize—the lingering desires or the child you picked up by chance.”

Just as I had become the father of a hero, perhaps this man had become the father of a child destined to grow into a great evil. 

I couldn’t help but feel a sense of shared fate.

He seemed to contemplate my question for a moment, then fell into a brief silence. 

After a while, he spoke again.

“I suspect that this child is no ordinary being. And even though I’m obsessed with my lingering desires, for some reason, I feel that I shouldn’t easily abandon this child.”

Yes, he must have already had an inkling.

Though it wasn’t confirmed yet, there was a chance that the voice that led him had something to do with this child.

“Feeling conflicted between the child and my mission… I suppose it could mean that the time for my mission hasn’t come yet.”

“…Is that your choice?”

“Yes. The clash between the Demon King’s army and humanity will happen far in the future, so there’s no need to rush. I think it’s better to be patient and take care of this child for now.”

At least for the time being, it seemed right to consider looking after the child as his mission, rather than rushing his personal desires.

After expressing his thoughts, Lexus carefully moved closer, and the child, who had been playing with Erina, reached out for him, as if she had been waiting all along.

“Bba, bbaa~!”

Yes, no matter how kind or skilled others might be, nothing compares to the embrace of a father.

As if realizing this, Lexus gently pulled the child into his arms, then bowed his head slightly to Erina in thanks.

“I apologize for the sudden intrusion. I should leave now, it’s becoming too much trouble.”

“Oh, no. Please take care.”

Thus, Lexus left, his earlier hostility completely gone. 

He had quietly withdrawn, leaving an empty space behind.

After a while, Erina approached me and gently asked a question.

“I should’ve asked sooner, but what exactly is that person’s identity? He didn’t feel like a typical undead…”

“…”

“…My love?”

“Erina.”

After a brief pause, I called her name, and the question came from my own unresolved internal conflict.

“Did I do the right thing?”

I wasn’t certain, but there was enough possibility to consider.

Still, was sending him away the right thing?

Even though the avatar of evil would inevitably be born, and we were merely not in a time to clash yet, was it truly right to send away a girl who might one day pose a threat?

“…I’m not sure, but don’t worry too much.”

Her gentle voice whispered softly in my ear as if trying to calm my heart.

“We’re all just one person, aren’t we? No matter how wise someone is, they can only foresee what’s right in front of them. Rather than carrying too many burdens, I think it’s better to live with a little room in your heart.”

Even though she didn’t know the full story, she seemed to understand that I was worrying about the fate of the world.

Her gentle advice brought me comfort, and I slowly let go of the burden I was carrying. I replied briefly.

“…Alright.”

For now, that was enough.

Thus, the encounter with the second Demon King’s general ended without further incident.

***

And yet, I thought it had ended.

“Logan Smith, do you have a moment?”

Several days later, Lexus Graham arrived at my doorstep.

I wondered if he had come to finish our previous conversation, but once again, he was carrying the same child in his arms.

“What’s the matter?”

“I need some advice regarding this child, Nilla.”

Nilla, had he given this child that name?

I recalled him and quietly withdrew my earlier hostility, asking a question.


“What’s the matter?”

“I was trying to dress this child, but every time I do, she bursts into tears. I think it’s because of the material, but do you happen to know a place where I can get better clothes for her?”

“…Talk to Erina.”

It seemed like I would be spending quite a bit more time with this novice father in the future.

That was the future I vaguely predicted.



 
  Chapter 45:  A Bad Feeling Part


The Fernandes Empire.

The most powerful nation on the continent, which emerged victorious in the unification war several years ago.

Through their victory in the war, they gained control over numerous vassal states and became the central power of current humanity. 

Today, within the imperial palace, a meeting was being held to discuss the country’s political situation.

“Then, let’s set the trade tariffs at this level… Next agenda?”

“Recently, the southern regions have been struck by a famine, and it seems the expected harvest will be significantly lower. It is advisable to reduce the tax rates for those areas…”

“There’s also the issue of military support. Since the war is over, there are many opinions suggesting we should reduce the scale by more than half compared to last year.”

“No, I believe we should increase it slightly, even more than during the war, and focus on maintaining order in each region. 

“Though the conflict hasn’t erupted yet, there are still signs of the Demon King’s army’s movements throughout the continent.”

“You wish to prepare for a future that hasn’t yet occurred… I understand, but many nobles will oppose this.”

“Then we’ll have to persuade them, pushing firmly. I will take responsibility for this, so you focus on pushing this forward, Keon.”

Domestic politics, diplomacy, asset management, military dispatch for future threats, and more…

The direction for all these matters was carefully explored through serious discussions. 

At the heart of it all was the First Crown Prince, who had been handling state affairs in place of the frail emperor.

William Fernandes.

The first heir to the empire and the leader most likely to become the next ruler, still supported by many of the people.

“Well done today, Prince William.”

“Heh, there’s no need for thanks. It’s just what I’m supposed to do for the country.”


After finishing the meeting, he chatted briefly with the imperial guards. 

As always, he gave courteous greetings and left with his guards in tow.

Clang, clang. 

The sound of the guards’ heavy footsteps echoed throughout the imperial palace.

A presence that could easily catch anyone’s attention.

Upon noticing him, the palace servants and visitors began whispering in unison as they looked at William.

“Prince William seems so confident today.”

“With his approval ratings so high, he must be feeling at ease.”

“Well, if you look at his actions, he does seem like he could be the next ruler…”

The overall atmosphere was friendly.

Since he focused on politics for the majority, it was natural for his approval ratings to be high among the general public.

However, the emotions behind the gazes cast at him couldn’t be described as entirely positive.

“…But the more I look at him, the more uneasy I feel.”

“I can’t figure out what’s on his mind.”

“You never know. He might suddenly change course while trying to implement policies for the people.”

“Whatever happens, I hope it doesn’t cause any trouble…”

A mysterious smile, as though hiding many things.

Those who faced him couldn’t help but feel a sense of unease and discomfort. 

Yet, William paid no mind to their feelings, walking confidently toward the dining hall.

His current concerns were only about the meal ahead and what snacks would be served afterward.

‘Perhaps today, green tea would be better than black tea for the afternoon tea?’

Lost in such idle thoughts, William walked on.

Just then, his attention was caught by a familiar knight passing by, and William smiled with pleasure, offering a greeting.

“Well, well, isn’t that one of my uncle’s knights?”

“…”

The knight, whose face was hidden by his helmet, turned his gaze toward William without saying a word.

Though his expression was concealed and his feelings hard to discern, William couldn’t help but express his warm feelings of recognition toward him.

“Has your lord been well? Personally, I’d like to find time to share a meal with him someday…”

“I’m sorry, Your Highness. At the moment, I am under urgent orders from the Chancellor and must make haste.”

A stiff voice.

And cutting off the words of a royal in mid-sentence — such impudence made the guards around William flinch slightly.

A mere knight daring to speak over a member of the imperial household, the highest authority in the nation?

“…If that is the case, then there’s no helping it. Please send my regards to my uncle.”

Even so, William didn’t hold it against him. 

He simply carried on his way, calmly, accompanied by his guards.

All he did was sigh with a trace of regret.

“Sigh… I wish I could grow closer to Uncle soon. It’s a pity the opportunity never seems to come.”

Yes, that was the extent of the feelings William held toward his uncle.

Even if he vaguely sensed that his uncle found him disagreeable, he still believed family should be loved regardless.

***

After completing his duties for the day, William finally dismissed his guards and entered his room, lying down on the bed with a soft murmur.

“Another long day…”

A tired voice.

Within it was both a sense of fulfillment and a tinge of concern.

Pride in the ever-rising support he received from the people.

And worry over how that very support seemed to inversely affect the favor he received from those in power.

“…”

He was fully aware. 

Just how different his current path was from the traditional ways of the Empire.

Since its founding, the Empire had always been the strongest nation under the heavens, and such dominance had long instilled a deep-rooted belief in supremacy within the ruling class.

The idea that those with power had the right to seize more, even at the expense of others.

But that is no longer acceptable. 

Perhaps that was justice in the past, but it must not remain so anymore.

Once every few centuries, a great evil inevitably rises.

Believing that such a force would appear in his own era, William thought it imperative to unite humanity through peace, not strength.

If power determines hierarchy, it can always be overturned by greater power. 

That philosophy only leads to internal strife, betrayal, and the collapse of unity.

And when faced with a common enemy, what was needed was genuine cooperation…

Yet, despite William’s firm conviction, the majority of the Empire’s powerful figures opposed his beliefs.

Some argued that an ideology couldn’t be overturned in just one generation. 

Others believed the Demon Lord’s army posed no real threat for now. 


Still more insisted that, as the victors of the war, the Empire should govern its vassal states through exploitation rather than diplomacy…

And at the center of those opposing views stood someone William most wished to be acknowledged by—even more than his own father.

The current Imperial Chancellor. 

The Emperor’s younger brother. William’s own uncle.

“…It’s difficult. Both politics and family matters.”

Stuck between ideals and reality, William could only feel frustration.

Just as he was about to end the day with that grim realization, a tapping sound came from the window.

Right, there was still one thing left to do.

“Come in.”

Srrrrk.

A presence moved in like a shadow. 

A girl dressed in exotic garb stepped inside.

Without a word, she handed him a report containing updates on the family he supported.

To William, constantly buried in state affairs and politics, this was the one moment he looked forward to the most.

As he opened the report and read through it, a broad smile began to form on his face, brushing away the fatigue and concern.

“Haha, my master has regained his youth, of all things…”

He had worried about his teacher due to his unstable memory, but it seemed they had managed to reunite safely. 

He was relieved.

Other updates included how the young hero had forged a personal weapon, had struggled without magic against goblins, and had been gaining experience through various quests…

“A personal weapon… If it’s wielded by the Hero, I suppose that could be called a holy sword, huh?”

These bits of news gave William the same joy and anticipation he used to feel as a child reading fairy tales. 

A part of him even longed to travel with them.

But not everything in the report was cheerful.

“…So they’ve encountered high-ranking members of the Demon Lord’s army, huh.”

There had been clashes during the weapon-forging process. 

And lately, there were reports of an undead figure — presumed to be a Demon Lord officer — frequently visiting their home…

Though the agent could only observe from a distance and couldn’t catch the details of the conversation, both incidents left William uneasy.

If the Demon Lord’s officers were engaging them directly, it meant even remote frontier regions were no longer safe.

And for some reason, if they were making contact with such enemies, that created the risk of accusations or suspicion if word ever got out.

“…Is the world truly so determined to bring misfortune to that family?”

William sighed with lament. 

But even so, he didn’t decide to intervene directly.

If he personally took action to help them, it would only give other power-holders a reason to target them.

All he could do for now was quietly exchange letters and try to warn or guide them as best as he could.

“Please deliver this reply.”

When William handed the letter containing his thoughts to the messenger, she simply stood there, staring at it in silence for a while.

As if lost in deep thought.

Or perhaps as if she had been dragged into something she found distasteful.

“…Is something troubling you?”

“Y-Yes, Your Highness?”

The prince asked her gently, and she flinched in response.

Given how she had always carried out her duties with poise and composure, this shift in demeanor naturally caught his attention.

“If you’re troubled, you can always speak to me. You are a loyal retainer who goes through much on my behalf.”

Despite his sincere concern, the young messenger remained quiet, not offering any real reply.

Watching her like that, William eventually let out a soft chuckle and lightened the mood with a more playful tone.

“Or perhaps… you might consider asking him for help.”

“Him…?”

“Logan Smith. The warrior I respect more than anyone else.”

It wasn’t mere flattery.

Every time he read reports of Logan’s exploits, it brought back the wonder he felt as a child reading heroic tales.

And having met the man in person, he knew Logan was someone of profound character—someone who had chosen to raise the young Hero into a fine adult.

William admired him deeply.

And because of that, he eagerly looked forward to meeting him again someday.

“He may be ruthless to his enemies, but he’s incredibly kind to those around him. And since you’ve delivered messages to his home, I daresay you’re no stranger.”

“……”

“So if possible… I hope you’ll lend him your aid, should he or his family face any hardship.” 

“In doing so, he may come to see you as an ally—and might even help you with whatever burdens you’re quietly carrying.”

The crown prince smiled warmly, his words laced with earnest sincerity.

The young messenger, whose expression had remained unreadable, turned away as she pulled up her scarf to cover her face.

And with her back to him, she offered only a brief reply.

“…I’ll keep that in mind.”

With those parting words, she slipped silently out the window.

William watched her go, then turned his gaze to the sky beyond.

The smile vanished from his lips, replaced by a hardened murmur.

“…The weather’s not looking promising.”


Dark clouds were gathering.

Right above the village where they lived—

As if warning of something ominous to come.

***

Evening soon arrived.

And as she made her way home after completing her quest, Lona’s face was practically glowing with joy.

“Hehehe~ Nonna winnya~!”

“You’re really that happy just because you chased away that goblin all by yourself?”

“Unya! Teyaa shubaa!”

Was it the pride of having achieved something on her own?

Well, it was her first victory without using mana—so the excitement was more than understandable.

Hopefully, today’s success would become a stepping stone for her growth.

As I mused on that, we turned onto the path leading into town—only to find a line of wagons approaching from the entrance.

Large carriages pulled by horses, tents and props loaded on top, even cages with animals inside…

“…A circus?”

“Shaakassu?”

Lona perked up immediately, echoing the word.

Before she could get too confused, I quickly offered an explanation.

“A circus is a kind of entertainment. Performers do all sorts of tricks—sometimes with animals, or things like acrobatics, fire breathing, that kind of stuff.”

“Gonzyunbyuu! Fuwawa~!”

Her eyes sparkled with curiosity as she stared at the caravan—clearly trying to picture it all in her mind based on what I’d just said.

“Panyokupanyoku! Baiyaa~!”


Her bright exclamation made me chuckle softly as I asked her,

“Lona, would you like to go see the circus?”

“Shaakasshu! Mitaiyo~!”

“Alright, then. Once we get home, we’ll ask Mom.”

And just like that, our plans after the quest were decided.



 
  Chapter 46: The Little Hero and the Circus


As always, it was time for dinner.

I wanted to tell Erina about the circus troupe I encountered today and suggest we go watch it together.

“The circus troupe came to town?”

“Yeah. Are you interested?”

“Hmm, now that you mention it, things were a bit noisy earlier when I went to the market. I think people from out of town were trying to take all the good spots…”

“Daughter-in-law, is dinner ready yet?”

“Ah, yes. Here you go.”

Feeding Rosetta her meal, Erina fell into thought.

The faint smile forming on her lips must have come from some old memory that I wasn’t privy to.

“Fufu, talking about the circus reminds me of the old days. Back then, we used to invite people from all around to our home to watch. I still vividly remember how amazing and dangerous it looked when they performed tricks on top of elephants.”

“Elephantee! Jyenooon!”

“Fufu, our little Lona wants to see the elephants too?”

“Sakatsu bonnye~!”

Lona’s eyes sparkled with excitement at the mention of the circus.

It was cute to see her like that, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but dwell a little on something Erina had mentioned.

Depending on its size, a circus usually requires a fair number of performers. 

Hiring them privately would cost a fortune.

To think she used to invite entire circus troupes to her home for private shows…

I’ve had this feeling before, but… could it be that Erina comes from a far grander background than I ever imagined?

“Honey, are you alright? You suddenly look pale…”

“No, it’s nothing.”

I pushed those thoughts aside and focused on finishing my meal.

After dinner, we all prepared to head toward the circus tent together.

We packed a little money, grabbed some light belongings, and stepped out the door…

“Saakatsu~ saakatsu~ sajyanan kokkiniyan hakke norayo~♬”

As we walked along the road toward the market, Lona began to hum a song. 

Holding her hand, even Erina wore a bright smile.

“Fufu, our Lona must really be looking forward to the circus. How about you, sir? Are you excited too?”

“Hmph, isn’t the circus something kids watch? To an old geezer like me, it’s just childish nonsense.”

“Oh, come on. You’re a kid again these days too, aren’t you?”

“Hrrrm, maybe you’re right. In that case, maybe it’s worth watching some silly kid stuff.”

“Kokkini achi wa koka sonine~ kakkanu jumyone kono mogoyo~♬”

The sun was setting as we basked in this warm, cheerful mood.

We soon arrived at the market square.

Normally, people would be finishing up their day and heading home by now.

But tonight was different. 

A crowd had gathered in the market, their steps leading toward the large tent set up in the center.

There was no need to ask—we all knew it at once. 

That was the circus tent.

“There are a lot of people. I guess they heard the circus was coming and got excited?”

“Probably more because there’s nothing else to do around here.”

Most of the residents here were adventurers.

But since this village was still expanding, there weren’t many forms of entertainment available.

Drinking at taverns or gambling lightly—that was the extent of their leisure time.

So an outside circus coming to town must have felt like a welcome relief in a dry spell.

“Huh. That’s unusual. Circuses are something you usually only see in big cities.”

“Still, it’s nice to have something new to look at. Otherwise, all we’d do around here is drink.”

“Sigh, I never thought I’d live to see the day I’d go to a circus. Wouldn’t a magic show be better? I mean, sure, they cost a fortune, but at least they’re cooler.”

“Circus or magic show, I’m just glad we have something to see. It’s about to start. Let’s head in.”

Amidst the chatter, the crowd slowly filtered into the tent.

While we quietly waited in line, a man and woman in colorful clown costumes strolled by, handing out balloons to the people.

They were the classic clowns you’d expect.

And Lona, spotting them, lit up with childlike wonder.

“Hoeee?”

Was it her first time seeing clowns?

No, more than that, she seemed fixated on the balloons in their hands.

“Papa! Panpani!”

“Yeah, they’re big and bouncy balloons.”

“Panpan! Ppunjung paang!”

Lona began bouncing up and down on the spot with excitement.

The clown distributing the balloons drew closer and closer.

And she waited, eagerly anticipating her turn.

“Hmm, little one. You want a balloon?”

“Panpan~!”

When the clown finally stood before her, Lona immediately reached out her hand.

The clown looked like he was about to hand her a balloon—but then pulled it back just before giving it to her.

“…Ehh?”

The disappointment hit her like a brick.

“Just a moment, now.”

At that, the clown asked for a moment and began twisting the balloon in his hands.

Squeak squeak. 

The rubbery sound echoed as the balloon was reshaped…

Even as the crowd nervously watched, worried that the balloon might pop at any moment, the clown skillfully continued his craft, deft hands moving with practiced ease.

What he finally created was a flower almost as big as Lona’s head.

“Here you go, little lady! This is for you~”

“Kyaa~!”

Whether it was the balloon acrobatics that amazed her, or simply the joy of receiving such a creation—whatever the reason—Lona accepted the balloon from the clown and stared up at it floating above her with sparkling eyes, completely mesmerized.


“Ehehehe, nonna kkotchu~”

“…Let’s be careful with pronunciation.”


Still, it was a relief that Lona was so happy.

Leaving behind that small moment of warmth, my family and I finally stepped into the tent and found suitable seats among the audience.

The tent was vast and packed with people.

As we waited for the show to start, a man in a clown outfit slowly rose onto the stage.

“Ladies and gentlemen!! A heartfelt welcome to all who have come to visit our Everlasting Circus—yes, the troupe that seeks eternal happiness, the Eternal Circus~!”


The show’s opening began with a booming voice, drawing mixed reactions from the crowd.

Some scoffed at the cliché opening, some had barely any interest at all and looked away, while others focused on chatting with their companions.

Most didn’t seem particularly invested in the introduction, yet the clown on stage carried on with his presentation, unfazed.

“I am Kidult, the ringmaster of this circus and your host for tonight’s journey into happiness.”

“Kidult… Doesn’t that sound ridiculous? I agree, honestly. A name made by combining kid and adult? What an odd, contradictory, and silly name, don’t you think?”

“Pfft, what kind of name is that?”

“Actually kinda perfect for a clown.”

Laughter started to ripple through the crowd—though much of it was mocking, Kidult didn’t mind and remained focused on his role.

“Everyone, our Everlasting Circus has traveled across the continent, meeting countless people along the way. Most of them, like many of you here today, have endured the burdens and responsibilities of adult life.”

Despite his whimsical attire, his words carried weight.

The murmurs died down as the crowd gradually turned their attention to Kidult.

“I’m sure even the adventurers among you have your struggles—quests that never go right, wealth that never grows no matter how hard you work, and the hopeless feeling that your rank will never improve despite all your effort.”

“…Is he picking a fight or something?”

“But for this moment, you can leave all those worries behind! Clowns exist to bring joy to their audience, and your only job here is to watch, laugh, and have fun!”

Just as the mood threatened to turn uncomfortable, Kidult steered it back toward humor and excitement.

And in that very moment, as all eyes were drawn to him, he spread his arms wide—and other clowns began entering from backstage, each performing their own tricks.

There was juggling with more than ten balls, a clown balancing on a unicycle while another performed a handstand atop him, musicians playing instruments with surprising skill…

Gasps and applause erupted from the crowd, and at the center of it all, Kidult let out a delighted cheer.

“Now, everyone—let go of your stress, your burdens, your responsibilities as adults. Just for now, be innocent, be energetic, be children again!!”

“WOOOOOOOO!!!”

Cheers filled the tent as the performers pushed their tricks even further.

The pace quickened, the stunts became more daring.

Even I, who had seen my share of performances, found myself momentarily entranced by the precision and spectacle of it all.

“Kyaa~! Nyauaaah!! Ah!”

Lona, unable to contain her excitement, flailed her arms while nestled in Erina’s lap.

Watching her, I could tell just how immersed she was in the experience.

Yes… for this child, this must be an entirely new kind of wonder.

“And now, the highlight of tonight’s show! Our forest friends—come on out!!”

After a series of breathtaking acts, a procession of animals, large and small, began trotting out from backstage.

Led by their trainers, each animal had its own charm, instantly captivating the crowd.

“Gathered here are all the friends from the forest! Starting with Mr. Rabbit, Mr. Deer, Mr. Wolf, even Miss Mermaid and Mr. Elephant—… Wait, hold on, did something weird sneak into that list?”

“Huh? Was it the rabbit?”

“You idiot, it wasn’t a deer, it was a roe deer!”

“Ahahahahaha!!”

The clowns’ comedic banter had the audience in stitches.

And as the animals performed their acts, Lona’s eyes widened in awe, not missing a single moment.

“Ehehe, Totti! Mommui~!”

BWOOOOO!!

“Gogginni!!”

A loud trumpet-like sound rang out as the elephant approached the audience.

Waving its trunk as if in greeting, the elephant eventually stopped right in front of where Lona was sitting and slowly extended its trunk.

“Haha, looks like Mr. Elephant wants to shake hands with our little Lona~”

“Go on, try reaching out.”

At mine and Erina’s gentle encouragement, Lona nervously reached out toward the elephant.

As her tiny hand touched the trunk, the elephant gently wiggled it up and down, expressing its goodwill.

“Ehehe~ Goggini, go son~!”

Even such a small encounter brought Lona overwhelming joy, her face beaming with another radiant smile.

Finding the continuing performances delightful to watch up close, we eventually realized that the circus show was nearing its end.

“Everyone! Did you enjoy today’s performance!?”

““Yeeees!!””

The crowd responded with cheers, as if the boredom from the beginning had never existed.

Their faces held both the joy from the show and the lingering sorrow that it was ending.

Because it was fun, they wanted more; and because of that, they wished it wouldn’t end just yet…

“Unfortunately, today’s performance ends here. A shame, truly. If only the day had 48 hours, we could’ve performed twice as much.”

““Awwww~””

“Haha, some things just can’t be helped. Where there is a meeting, there must also be a parting… But thankfully, our circus troupe will be staying in this town for a while and will be holding regular performances.”

With those words, Kidult stood alone on the now-empty stage and bowed deeply.

In the voice that followed, there was a sincerity meant for the audience.

“We sincerely hope that you’ll remember our show and that the day you return will come again.”

Yes, at the very least, this wasn’t the last time.

So if a sense of longing remains later, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to come again.

Wrapping up my thoughts on the performance, I stood from my seat, ready to return home with my family.

“Well then, let’s head out.”

“……”

“…Erina?”

Even after I spoke, Erina remained seated in silence.

Feeling a bit puzzled, I looked over to see her murmuring in a small voice with her head lowered.

“…We have to… come again…”

“Erina.”

“…Huh? What is it?”

I placed my hands on her shoulders and gave them a gentle shake, snapping her out of her daze.

As color returned to her previously clouded eyes, I asked with concern:

“Tired?”

“Ah, yes… It’s gotten quite late… Lona and Lady Rosetta have already fallen asleep too.”

Sure enough, both Lona and Rosetta, who had been absorbed in the performance just moments ago, were fast asleep.

Given that, it was no wonder Erina looked exhausted.

“I’ll carry the two of them. You should just focus on resting when we get back.”

“…Yes, that sounds good.”

With that, Erina quietly followed behind me as we began the walk home.

As we left the tent, I took a moment to glance at the other audience members exiting the venue.

“We have to… return…”

“The show… was fun.”

“If only we could enjoy it forever…”

Here and there, faint murmurs could be heard in dazed tones.

And among those muttered words, a common thread emerged—
one that gave me a strange chill.

Something… suspicious might have happened because of that show…

“…Am I just being paranoid?”

Still, for the time being, that feeling was nothing more than a hunch.

After all, just watching a circus performance shouldn’t cause any real problems.

Maybe people were simply tired from staying out so late…

For now, I decided to dismiss the thought and lighten my heart as I headed home with my family.

***


And then, the next morning—

I realized that my concern from the night before hadn’t been a mistake.

“…Erina?”

Erina was gone.

She hadn’t made breakfast as usual, nor had she left any message behind.



 
  Chapter 47: Dad’s Cooking


Erina was a diligent woman.

Her day always began before anyone else’s, rising early to prepare breakfast, followed by cleaning, laundry, and every other bit of housework — never delayed, never neglected.

Which is precisely why her sudden, wordless disappearance wasn’t just odd — it felt outright suspicious.

“Babba, nya!”

Just as I was about to step outside to search for her, Lona came toddling over and silently handed me a piece of paper.

Judging by the writing inside, it was clearly a note someone had left behind.

And it read:

[I’m taking the day off to have some fun, so take care of breakfast yourselves.]

“…Erina?”

Yeah, that was her handwriting.

But the message itself clashed so strongly with her usual character that I couldn’t help but feel a creeping doubt. 

Erina, shirking her chores and going off to have fun alone? 

It didn’t add up.

Was this truly her doing, or had someone else written it in her place, maybe under orders?

Growl.

A sudden rumble interrupted my thoughts. 

I looked over to find Lona and Rosetta both clutching their stomachs, their expressions pitiful.

“Bappuu…”

“My dear son-in-law, how long must we wait? My belly is quite empty, you know.”

Well, of course they’d be starving — this was the usual time for breakfast, after all. 

As much as I was worried about Erina, I couldn’t just leave them hungry.

“Just wait a bit.”

Deciding to take care of the immediate crisis first, I headed to the kitchen and laid out the ingredients and spices on the cutting board.

Some vegetables, a bit of meat, and a variety of seasonings — all prepared by Erina beforehand. 

Good. I had enough to work with.

“Babba, muyah?”

Just as I was slipping on an apron, Lona came bounding over to my side.

I gently patted her head and explained what I was about to do.

“Daddy’s going to cook breakfast for you now, Lona.”

“Babba, babo?”

She tilted her head, frowning in confusion.

Well, she’d only ever seen Erina in the kitchen. 

Me cooking must have seemed almost unnatural.

“Just wait a little. Daddy’s going to make you something really tasty.”

Yeah… this counts as a learning experience, too.

Leaving Lona’s side, I rolled up my sleeves and began preparing the meal.

The menu: fried rice. 

Simple enough for someone like me, and something Erina had once taken the time to teach me how to make.

***

“Just in case, learn how to make fried rice.”

“Why would I need to—”

“Because if I’m not around, you need to know how to feed yourself. What, would you catch some wild animal in the woods and roast it with the blood still dripping if I didn’t teach you this?”

***

Right. 

Maybe I’d be fine on my own, but I couldn’t serve something like that to Lona.

I set a pot of rice to cook over the flame and began prepping the ingredients.

Chopping vegetables, mincing the meat…

“Nonna do yoni!”

Startled by Lona suddenly reaching up toward the cutting board, I instinctively batted her little hand away.

“No, Lona. You’re still too young to be using knives.”

Erina would’ve done the same.

Still, disappointment was written all over Lona’s face.

“Hiiing…”

“…Hmm.”

She probably just wanted to help in her own way. 

I shouldn’t scold her too harshly.

Pulling a nearby chair over, I lifted her onto it so she could watch. 

Adjusting her height to match the cutting board, I spoke gently.

“You can’t cook just yet, but I’ll let you watch. Cheer me on from here so Daddy can do his best, okay?”

“Mm!”

That seemed to cheer her up. With her mood restored, I resumed prepping the ingredients, and soon, she began humming a little tune beside me.

“Nyangpanu nyangpanyanpa~♬ Daepapa do daepapapa~♬”

The rhythm of her nonsense song matched the sound of my knife tapping the cutting board.

Encouraged by her humming, I finished the prep work and moved the cooked rice into a fresh pot, adding in the ingredients and seasoning. 

I reached for the spatula, ready to stir-fry.

I recalled how Erina had taught me to control the heat just right.

***

“Drizzle in the oil and stir over low heat for five minutes. That way, nothing burns. See? Easy, right?”

“It does seem simple, but do we really need to wait five minutes? Wouldn’t it be quicker to use high heat and finish in one?”

“Why do you take the stairs? Just jump out the window.”

“…Understood.”

***

Yeah, rushing ruins everything.

With that in mind, I carefully adjusted the flame and began to stir-fry, taking my time, just like she showed me. 

Once it was done, I plated the fried rice neatly and set it out on the table.

“Ta-da! Dad’s special fried rice, ready to serve!”


“Hoeeeh~!”

Lona let out a squeal of delight as she laid eyes on the dish.

The glistening surface of the rice, the rising steam, and the savory aroma already had her tiny mouth watering.

Good. At least by appearance, it looked like a success.

But looks were one thing—how it actually tasted was what truly mattered.


“Go ahead, try it.”

“Okay!”

Lona scooped up a spoonful of the fried rice in front of her and eagerly brought it to her mouth.

I watched with nervous anticipation. I had put a lot of effort into this—what if it didn’t suit her taste?

“Maitcha!”

The moment she shouted her verdict with a big, satisfied grin, all my worries melted away.

Relief flooded my chest.

“How’s the seasoning? Is it okay?”

“Cha!”

“…I must’ve gone a little overboard with the spices.”

“But it’s gooood!”

Lona beamed as she happily devoured the fried rice by the mouthful.

While watching her with pride, I heard a grumbling voice beside me—Rosetta, wearing a sour expression.

“Son, this breakfast is tough as leather. The ingredients aren’t even cooked properly—feels like I’m munching on raw grass.”

“…Ehhh, that’s a potted plant.”

“Hmm? So flowerpots aren’t edible?”

“…Please, just pass me the plate. I’ll feed you myself.”

So this… is what Erina deals with every morning.

The realization hit me harder than expected, and with it came a renewed unease about the note she left.

She’s always been so diligent, so responsible.

It didn’t feel right that she’d simply walk off just for fun, not without a word—not the Erina I know.

Maybe… maybe I should go look for her right now…

“Pappa! Nonna dworychaegu!”

“Oh, you want to read a story? Then let me sit in too!”

But unlike me, the two of them showed no hint of worry.

They simply wanted me to join in their little world.

I hesitated, but eventually gave in and sat between them, opening up a children’s storybook.

“Come, sit close. Daddy’s going to read you a story.”

Yeah… I can’t just leave them behind.

And it’s not like she disappeared without a word. 

She left a note. That means she’s okay, right?

So for now… I’ll trust her. 

Just a little longer.

I pushed down the unease and let myself melt into a day without her.

***

Evening arrived.

Lona and Rosetta had spent the entire day tugging at me, begging me to play.

Completely drained, I eventually collapsed onto the floor, my stamina utterly spent.

This might’ve been the most brutal workout I’d had outside an actual battlefield. 

Do children even have stamina limits?

Yet, Erina… she’s been handling this every single day.

No complaints, no break. Just… doing it.

Yeah, I guess I can understand wanting a day off.

But still…

“…She’s really late.”

Even with the note, she hadn’t mentioned where she was going. 

And now the sun had set, and she still wasn’t back.

That… that’s not like her at all.

Pushing myself up, I began preparing to leave the house.

Just in case—just on the off chance something had happened to her.

“Mammmuuii!!”

Just then, Lona’s voice rang out, sharp and excited.

I froze mid-step, then bolted toward the entrance with her.

And there—standing by the doorway—was Erina.

I rushed to her side, heart pounding, and turned her toward me.

“Erina, are you hurt? Did anything happen to you…?”

“Oh, come on. Why are you making such a fuss? I left a note, didn’t I? I just went out to have a bit of fun for the day.”

Erina responded in a light, dismissive tone. 

And true, there didn’t appear to be anything physically wrong with her. 

But even so, I couldn’t feel completely relieved—her complexion wasn’t looking good at all.

Her eyes were sunken, and there was a weariness about her that couldn’t be ignored. 

It wasn’t the face of someone who had spent the day relaxing.

It was more like someone forcing themselves to stay awake, moving purely out of obligation.

“Erina, are you sure you’re alright?”

“Of course. Really, today I just let myself go and had fun without thinking about anything. I wish every day could be like this… Haha.”

With that, she brushed past me and headed for the bedroom.

Before I could say another word, she collapsed onto the bed in a heap.

“Mammu, Lonna sleepy~”

“Mm… Sorry, Lona. I’m too tired to make dinner today… Could you ask Daddy instead?”

Saying so, Erina buried her face into the pillow and wrapped herself in the blanket.

It wasn’t like her at all. 

Just as I was about to question her, Lona walked up to me with a glum expression on her face.

“Pappa… Lonna sleepy…”

“……”

I glanced down at Lona, then looked back at Erina.

She, who had been visibly exhausted for days, was already fast asleep. 

Her face, finally at peace, seemed to say she was having a pleasant dream.

It made me hesitate to wake her.

“…Would fried rice from earlier be okay for dinner?”

Well, whatever happened, she came back.

So for now, I’ll let her rest. 

With that thought, I headed into the kitchen to prepare dinner.

***

Morning came again.

I had stayed up, forcing myself to stay awake, keeping my full attention on Erina’s room—just in case.

I wished I didn’t have to, but ominous feelings had a way of always coming true.

If anything strange happened today too, I knew I had to act.

Shff.

Just as that thought settled in my mind, Erina slowly began to sit up in bed.

I held my breath, worried she might notice me watching. 

She changed into her usual going-out clothes, then quietly walked to the kitchen table.

There, she pulled out a notepad and picked up a pen, ready to write something down.

Just like yesterday—probably planning to leave another note.

“…Do I really have to write this again? What a hassle.”

But she never wrote a word. 

Instead, she mumbled something completely uncharacteristic of her and walked away.

What a hassle.

Of all the people I knew, she was the last one I’d ever associate with that word.

That alone made it clear—something was wrong.

I got up quietly and began tailing her as she left the house.

Her steps were sluggish. 

Her eyes, dull and clouded.

Even though I was following her closely, she showed no sign of noticing. 

Her attention was entirely fixed on the road ahead.

There was no way this was just someone up early and sleepy. 

Could it be hypnosis? 

Some kind of manipulation?

Murmur, murmur.

Then, I heard the crowd. 

I ducked behind a corner and peeked out into the street.

More people were gathering. 

Just like Erina—the same lifeless gait, the same blank stares.


“Watch… performance…”

“Fun time… play together…”

The words they mumbled were listless, as if their minds had been half-swallowed by fog.

And the fact that it was happening en masse… left no doubt that this wasn’t just strange—it was a full-blown incident.

I didn’t know what was causing it, but once I saw where the crowd was heading, it all became clear.


“…The circus.”

The Eternal Circus Troupe.

The traveling performers who had set up in our village just a few days ago.

“Welcome, weary souls of daily life. May today bring you delight and wonder.”

At the entrance, the clown greeted the crowd with a wide, unnervingly cheerful smile.



 
  Chapter 48: The Man Who Could Not Be Happy


They had hypnotized the entire audience of the circus…

At least, that was the only way I could define what I was seeing.

After all, I recognized most of the faces there—Erina included, along with many of the adventurers who had gathered in this place.

What bothered me was the fact that I had watched the same performance and yet noticed nothing unusual… 

But no, I shouldn’t dwell on that now.

The priority was clear: this circus troupe was pulling some kind of scheme, and judging by the scale of what they had just pulled off, this could easily spiral into a serious threat.

“…Alright.”

Once I came to that conclusion, I revealed myself from hiding and cautiously slipped into the stream of people heading toward the circus tent.

If it was just hypnosis, then pretending to be one of the affected should be enough to sneak in unnoticed.

“The show… is about to begin…”

As I took my seat inside, the tent was already filled with faint, dazed mutterings drifting through the air like mist.

“A joyful performance… Full of dreams and hope…”

“Let’s return… to those days…”

Disconnected, nonsensical whispers laced with nostalgia.

Erina was among those mumbling those words.

Seeing her like that… I felt an overwhelming urge to run to her side and pull her away from this place right that instant.

But—not yet.

There was no use saving just one person when I still didn’t understand what was causing this phenomenon in the first place.

“Ladies and gentlemen. Once again, I sincerely welcome you all back to our humble circus.”

It was then, after a brief silence, that the ringmaster—Kidult—stepped onto the stage, confidently standing before the entranced audience.

A gentle smile still graced his lips.

“The fact that you’ve returned to us must mean that you truly enjoyed our previous performance. To hear that our humble act brought a moment of relief to your weary, burdened lives… well, for clowns like us, that is the greatest honor imaginable.”

His voice was calm and full of warmth.

Drawn in by that tone, every single person present turned their dim, clouded eyes toward him.

There was no magic, no illusion, no dazzling spectacle—and yet his voice alone carried an eerie pull, as though it were casting its own spell.

“But tell me, friends—are you truly content with simply watching a performance?”

With that question, Kidult took a step forward, his voice now laced with persuasion.

“No matter how delightful, any amusement eventually comes to an end. Only children—who bear no responsibility—are allowed to indulge endlessly. For you adults, bound by duty and obligation… such freedom is a forbidden dream.”

A bitter edge began to seep into his words.

“And I find that… unbearably tragic. That we must abandon the happiness of our youth, simply because we’ve grown older…”

Emotion welled in his voice, unfiltered and sorrowful, and for a moment, his eyes shimmered with something strange.

“That’s why… I ask you now to lend me your strength. Not for fleeting pleasures offered by a cheap thrill—but to build a paradise. A place where the nostalgia of those golden days can live on forever.”

His voice swelled. 

One hand shot up toward the sky.

And as if responding to his call, the audience began to raise their hands toward him as well.

“If you share in this dream—this longing for a better world—then please, raise your hand. With the power granted to us by Him, we shall forge a true paradise. A haven of eternal happiness.”

A strange power began to emanate from Kidult’s body, subtle at first, then steadily intensifying. 

From the hands reaching out toward him, a mysterious, iridescent aura started to leak into the air.

And for some reason… the scene felt eerily familiar to me.

I had seen this before. 

Felt it before. 

In fact—I still carried it within me.

Yes… this was the Demon King’s power.

The “Him” that Kidult spoke of—it was the Demon King. 

And this man, standing proudly onstage, was one of his lieutenants, guided by the Demon King’s voice.

“Hm? And who might you be…”

Once I realized that, there was no reason to wait any longer.

I pushed through the crowd and stepped up onto the stage. 

Kidult turned toward me, puzzled, his eyes narrowing in suspicion.

“How strange… We normally discourage audience participation. And yet here you are, stepping onto the stage…”

BOOM!

A thunderous sound split the air.

Just a simple stone I’d picked up off the street, thrown from my pocket—yet loud enough to shake the tent with its impact.

It was just a rock. 

But that was all it took to shatter the skull of a man like him, if aimed right.

“That was a warning.”

I hurled the stone into the circus wall, then drew another one from my pouch and pointed it directly at Kidult.

“Stop what you’re doing. Now. Or this won’t end nicely.”

At that moment, subtle presences began to stir from all directions.

Hidden in the shadows were members of the circus troupe, each one gripping weapons disguised as juggling knives or blunt performance props.

Harmless in the right hands—lethal in the wrong ones.

“Everyone, please. Step back.”

But Kidult raised a hand, stopping them.

Even with someone clearly threatening him before his eyes, his demeanor remained composed—almost gracious.

“Well now… this is quite unexpected. To think someone could witness our show and not be moved at all…” he said, smiling with genuine disappointment.

“…Regardless of everything, may I ask you to set aside your hostility? I am but a humble clown, here only to bring joy to my audience.”

His manner was polite—so much so that it bordered on insolence.

Disgusted by his audacity, I tightened my grip on the stone in my hand, letting my growing animosity show.

“You really think I’d take the words of a Demon King’s officer at face value with a clear mind?”

“A Demon King’s officer…? Ah, yes. Technically, that is my position. Though I hardly think a mere jester like myself has any right to speak on matters of the world’s fate.”

He shrugged dismissively, brushing off my words with an exaggerated nonchalance.

The small laugh that escaped his lips was laced with an air of casual detachment, as though none of this concerned him in the slightest.

“Yes, exactly. I simply wish to make people smile. That’s all I ever wanted. And because I wish for that happiness to last, I asked for a little help from those who shared my vision.”

“Save the speech. The moment you started manipulating people, their free will went out the window.”

“Manipulating? That’s a bit harsh, don’t you think? All I did was stir the longing and desires slumbering within those who watched my performances. I merely offered a brief escape for those burdened by the responsibilities and duties forced upon them as adults—so they could bask in a fleeting nostalgia.”

“Dress it up however you want, you’re still just dulling people’s minds for your own gain.”

“I only nudged their hearts to make cooperation easier. Any adult would understand my ideals. In fact, those who stand here now—moved by my words—are living proof of that.”

“…This conversation is going nowhere.”

“That’s what I was thinking. I’ve received sympathy and understanding from so many. I never imagined I’d encounter someone like you—such an anomaly.”


As our dialogue came to a dead end, he tilted his head, as if genuinely curious.

“You’re an adult too, aren’t you? Surely you understand. The warmth of a mother who cared for you, the sturdy presence of your father… the days when just laughing with friends and playing in the dirt was enough. When even the simplest treat brought real joy…”

“…”

Silence.

It wasn’t that I refused to answer—I simply didn’t know how. I couldn’t find the words.

“…Why?”

His confusion seeped into his voice as the silence stretched on.

“I’m still reaching out to you, even now. With the power granted to me, your hidden desires should have already begun to bloom. So why aren’t you responding? Surely you must have some fond memory of those days…”

Thud.

Suddenly, he stopped speaking. His painted face lost all color.

“…Oh, heavens.”

A whisper of revelation escaped him like a breathless gasp.

“No… No, it can’t be. I never imagined… someone like you could exist in this world.”

“What are you talking about…?”

“Ah, of course. That’s it. You never had them. That’s why you’re immune. You have no happy memories to return to. No warmth of a parent, no fond recollections of playing with toys—nothing!”

His body trembled violently with emotion.

And when he finally raised his head, I saw it. 

A glint of tears in his eyes.

Real tears. 

Not an act. 

Not something I’d ever expect from a lieutenant of the Demon King’s army.

“What a… pitiable soul you are.”

I couldn’t comprehend it.

Why was this man crying—for me?

Did he truly believe a past like that was so essential, so foundational, that its absence warranted this level of grief?

“…Are you… pitying me?”

The question slipped out before I could stop it.

He wiped his tears and responded with unshakable sincerity.

“Yes. I truly pity you. Because you’ve been denied even the most basic joys that everyone else takes for granted. Your heart is wounded, sick. A mind built upon such a broken foundation… can never know real happiness.”

“Don’t you dare judge me. I—”

I am happy.

My days with Erina and Lona are all I need.

And the only thing threatening that happiness is the man standing in front of me.

“Do you truly believe that you’re happy right now?”

But he didn’t back down.

He stood there, unshaken, speaking as though I were the one who’d lost his way.

“Someone who’s never known real happiness… can’t even recognize it when it’s staring them in the face. If what you have now feels like joy to you, it’s only a fragment. You could be so much happier… if only we could save the memories that poisoned your soul…”

CRACK!

My hand moved before my mind could catch up.

His words were too much. I couldn’t bear to hear another one.

So I hurled the stone at his head, not caring about the promise I’d made to Erina.

I just needed him to shut up before I lost my mind.

Whoosh—

But his body scattered like mist where the stone should have struck.

An illusion.

He’d been using tricks from the start.

Cursing under my breath, I pulled another stone from my pouch, my senses on high alert.

Where was he? Where would he strike from next?

“Logan, look this way.”

A voice from behind.

I turned reflexively, already mid-motion, stone ready to fly.

I locked onto the source of the voice and hurled the rock with all the strength I could muster, aiming to crush his skull in one clean blow.

“…Ah.”

But the action never came to fruition.

What slipped from my lips wasn’t even a curse—just a hollow breath.

The person who now stood before me… was someone I could never ignore.

“…M-Mother.”

Mother.

The woman who gave birth to me in my second life.

The one I had so desperately wanted love from, yet in the end, she had abandoned me.

And now, she was nothing more than a memory I wished to bury deep.

“Hehe… my son. You’ve grown so much already.”

Why was she smiling at me so kindly?

Why was the woman I thought I’d never see again standing right in front of me?

“You’ve been through so much, haven’t you?”

As I tried to make sense of it, she stepped closer and slowly reached out her hand.


“But it’s all right now. From here on, Mom will be with you.”

Words I never imagined I’d hear from her lips.

“Come on, take Mommy’s hand. Forget everything else.”

She reached out, offering warmth and comfort, and I felt a storm stir within me.

Despite how sudden her appearance was, I couldn’t bring myself to bat her hand away.

I couldn’t dismiss the figure standing in front of me so easily.

Because I wanted to love her.

Because I wanted to be loved.

I longed to share the happiness I never had in my first life—with her.

And that yearning still lingered faintly in my heart.

“Mother, I… I know this isn’t real.”

I know. This is just an illusion.

But even if it is… even if it’s nothing more than a fleeting dream—

If only, just once, she had shown me this kind of tenderness…

Thud.

The man took her hand—and with that, his consciousness slipped away.

Though he had fallen into a deep, lifeless sleep, sorrow and confusion still lingered on his face.

He was tormented by a reality he had desperately yearned for but could never attain.

Even in dreams, his heart recoiled from the wish that could never come true.

You could feel it, just from looking at his sleeping face.

“…Truly, such a tragic soul you are.”

Kidult gazed at him with genuine pity.

He had believed everyone would one day come to see things his way.

And so, he pitied those who carried pain that couldn’t be soothed by that shared vision.

If he were allowed, he would have saved this man here and now.

Because in his eyes, this—this mission of salvation—was why he had come to this land.

“Director, what should we do now?”

A fellow performer’s voice snapped him from his thoughts.

With a heavy tone, Kidult answered.

“We were supposed to gather more wishes first… but I can’t bear to see him suffer any longer.”

It was only slightly ahead of schedule.

The scale was small, yes, but the preparations were complete.

Even here, in this land, he could accomplish his great endeavor.

“Let’s begin.”

Yes… it would start here.

They would build a paradise—

A land full of dreams and hope, where everyone who came could know eternal happiness.

***

Time passed, and early morning light crept in.

“Mnya… uuuh…”


A tiny figure squirmed beneath the covers of a lone bed,

Eventually peeking her face out into the sunlight.

As the morning rays filtered through the window, her sluggish body began to stir,

And the drowsiness clouding her mind gradually lifted.

With that momentum, the small figure pushed herself upright in bed,

Stretched both arms wide into the air, and declared boldly:


“Nonna inna-tta!”

The little hero had awakened.



 
  Chapter 49: The Little Hero’s Game of Hide-and-Seek


The little hero’s day began early.

Usually, it would start with a gentle wake-up call from her parents—after all, for a young warrior still clumsy at rousing herself from sleep, their help was essential.

But today was different. 

Rarely, she had woken up all on her own.

On mornings like this, her parents would often ruffle her hair with praise, calling her a good girl.

“Mama! Nonna, innata!”

Expecting that same praise, the little hero proudly charged out into the living room by herself.

But instead of a warm welcome, she was greeted only by an eerie silence.

Her mother, who would usually be cooking in the kitchen by now, was nowhere to be seen. 

Nor was her father, who should’ve been yawning and washing his face in the bathroom.

“…Unnya?”

Puzzled, the little hero rubbed the sleep from her eyes and began to wander the house, searching for her parents.

“Mama~ Papa~”

She crawled under the dining table, rummaged through closets, even peeked into the storage room.

But there was no trace of them anywhere. 

The only person she found was the strange girl who had started living with them recently.

Or rather, Rosetta—the archmage who had reverted to a child’s age after drinking an elixir of youth.

“Ham-mami, innya.”

Maybe Rosetta knew where her parents had gone?

The little hero padded over to her bed and gently patted the archmage’s sleeping face. 

But Rosetta, groaning, pulled the blanket tightly over her head and muttered groggily.

“Mmgh… Daughter-in-law, five more minutes…”

“Ham! Ma! Mi! In! Nyaa!”

“Ugh, stop shouting and go away already!”

With a shout, a wave of magic shoved the little hero away, sending her tumbling across the floor.

Thud thud.

She sat up, patting her head, and mumbled with a pout.

“Nonna… honatteyo.”

Clearly, bothering the lazy mage wasn’t going to solve anything.

Realizing this, the little hero prepared to continue her search—until—

Grrrgle.

A loud rumble echoed from her belly. 

She clutched her stomach, her face wrinkling with hunger.

“Nonna… kkonneunuk.”

Normally, her mother would’ve had breakfast ready by now. 

But with no sign of her anywhere, the little hero was left to fend for herself.

Unfortunately, patience was not among her virtues.

Driven by instinct, she made her way to the kitchen and began rummaging through the cabinets in search of food.

“Ckak-kka!”

At last, she found a box of biscuits and lit up with delight. 

She tore it open and began gobbling them down with both hands.

“Omnomnom, nyom-nyom-nyom.”

Sweet and buttery, the homemade cookies were delicious. 

So delicious that she ended up emptying the entire box.

And when she realized what she had done, her face paled.

She had promised her mother to only eat a set amount of treats per day… and she’d just devoured all of them.

“Mammu… honnya…”

The thought of punishment made her gloomy—but she quickly shook it off, remembering her mother’s words.

A person should always own up to their mistakes.

If she sincerely apologized, maybe—just maybe—her mom would forgive her.

“Mama!! Nonna honnya!!”

Determined to seek forgiveness, the little hero resumed her search for her mother.

But time ticked by with no sign of her, and slowly, unease began to creep into the little hero’s heart.

She didn’t know exactly what was wrong, but she could feel it.

Today was different. Something that was supposed to be ordinary… wasn’t.

“…U.”

Realizing this, her eyes shifted from the walls of her home to the front door.

If her parents weren’t inside, then they had to be outside.

Maybe they had gone out to surprise her… or perhaps they’d gone to eat something delicious without telling her…

“…Dyowa!”

Whatever the reason, she knew she needed them to fill this emptiness in her chest. 

So she decided to leave the house and find them.

She changed her clothes all by herself, threw on the cloak her father had given her, and took up the wooden sword made by a friend.

“Lona, it’s dangerous to go out alone. Unless you’re running an errand, you must always stay with Mama or Papa.”

Standing in front of the door, fully dressed and ready, the little hero suddenly remembered her mother’s warning—and hesitated.

She was still young. 

She shouldn’t wander off by herself.

That meant she shouldn’t go out, even now.

But to find them, she had to go out.

“Uu… uh…”

She stood there, torn between the rules and the urgency of her heart.

And in that moment of crisis, the little hero gathered every ounce of brainpower she had to think of a clever solution.

At the end of her intense contemplation, she arrived at one conclusion—

In the end, if she managed to find her mother and father, it would prove she hadn’t been wandering around aimlessly. 

That was her logic, in hindsight.

“Mama! Papa!”

Yes, whatever the case may be—finding them was what mattered.

Having decided on her course of action, the little hero stepped out the front door alone. 

Raising a tiny sword with both hands, she shouted proudly into the wind.


“Nonna, Goooooo~! WIIIIIIIIII!”


And so the little hero dashed outside, excitement bubbling over as she raced around in circles.

As she ran, something on the roadside caught her eye—a structure nearby that seized her attention. 

Without hesitation, she ran straight toward it.

“Pikapika! Tongari!”

She picked up glittering pebbles from the ground and stuffed fluttering flowers, swaying in the breeze, into her little bag.

Though easily distracted, the little hero somehow managed to keep moving forward—and eventually, she arrived at the village down the hill.

`Nonna ga tōchaku shimashita!’

It was a place she often visited with her parents, sometimes even by herself when sent on errands. 

Familiar ground, surely.

And yet, the moment her feet touched the village path, what greeted her was not warmth, but strangeness. 

A hollow stillness.

The streets that were usually bustling with life felt utterly deserted.

`Hitobito wa inai. Kiesatta.’

Were they all playing a massive game of hide-and-seek? J

ust like her parents, maybe everyone was hiding to surprise her?

There was a creeping chill in the air, but the little hero didn’t seem to mind. 

She pressed on.

After all, the village—now emptied and silent—only served to heighten her curiosity and sense of adventure.

`Wakuwaku suru 〜’

What could be waiting for her inside?

Drawn by that very question, she opened the door to a nearby building and stepped inside. 

Her eyes scanned the room.

It was a general store filled with all kinds of knickknacks and trinkets. 

As she looked around with fascination, her gaze landed on something in particular.

A teddy bear, sitting proudly on display among the other items.

It was more than enough to capture the little hero’s full attention.

“Tedi!”

With eager hands, she scooped the teddy bear into her arms. 

She turned it this way and that, gave it a test squeeze, then nodded to herself as if having come to an important realization.

`Tedi wa hitorijanaiyo.’

After all, dolls could be friends. If she traveled with a teddy bear, then technically she wasn’t breaking her promise to stay with someone.

Satisfied with that logic, the little hero prepared to leave with her new companion—but then paused, remembering another important lesson.

“You mustn’t take what isn’t yours. Always pay the proper price.”

” Okane…”

Taking something without payment, even if no one was around, was still stealing.

That rule applied everywhere. 

So, to take her new friend with her, she needed to leave behind something in return.

`Hikaru ishi, okane!’

With that, she placed a few of her prized shiny pebbles on the counter as payment. 

Smiling in satisfaction, she turned and left the shop.

Wandering through the deserted village with her new friend, she suddenly noticed something—light shimmering faintly from her hair.

`Nonna, pikapika?’

She didn’t know what caused it. 

But whenever the light appeared, it always led her to something interesting. 

Something important.

It was like a compass, a guide when she didn’t know which way to go.

`Pikapika, kotchida yo!’

Trusting her instincts, she followed the light as it gently tugged her forward.

At the end of the path, she saw someone she recognized—a woman she had met once before.

“Haa… Seriously, I came out thinking something weird must be happening in the village, and look what a mess it’s become.”

The woman wore a conical hat and a revealing dress, a long smoking pipe in one hand. 

She looked exactly like a witch from a fairy tale.

Delighted, the little hero raised her hand and shouted a cheerful greeting.

“Hamamii, hi~!”

“…Every time I see you, it’s that same word. What even is ‘Hamamii,’ anyway?”

“Hamamii is Hamamii!”

“Yeah, okay, sure. Let’s go with that.”

The witch chuckled and crouched slightly to meet the girl’s eyes.

Then, in a surprisingly kind voice, she asked her a question.

“So, why are you wandering around all by yourself? Where’s your dad—the one you’re always with?”

“Wakaranai. Nonna wa papa o sagashite iru. Mama mo.”

“…I see. That tells me enough.”

Even someone like her, with powers beyond mortal understanding, had been caught off guard.

Or perhaps that was exactly why she had been caught. 

The enemy this time had a unique talent—one that struck at the cracks in people’s hearts.

“You’re looking for your mom and dad, huh?”

It was a bitter truth, but the witch had chosen to remain a bystander.

She wasn’t taking sides in this fight. 

All she could do was observe—from a step removed, at a distance.

“…In that case, try heading over to the circus tent that set up here recently. I have a feeling the people you’re looking for might be there.”

A little guidance—surely that much was okay.

When the witch spoke those words, the little hero tilted her head, puzzled.

“Jjakkajju?”

“Yeah, who knows? Maybe the grown-ups are in there, having a grand old time without you.”

“… Karera wa asonde imasu… Nonna nashide.”

The little hero’s expression clouded with disappointment at the witch’s teasing. 

Hugging the teddy bear tightly to her chest, she cried out in frustration.

`Nonna mo asobitai yo!!’

With that indignant shout, she turned and dashed off, ending the conversation on her own terms.

Watching her go, the witch let out a quiet chuckle and shook her head.

“Goodness. Why is this little hero so… innocent?”

Heroes were usually burdened by duty—always so serious, always so grim.

Yet the one skipping off before her was like a contradiction to all the others. 

She seemed so carefree, so earnest.

With a faint smile, the witch stood and began returning to her own affairs.

Whether that tiny hero could really solve this crisis on her own… well, watching from afar might just provide some entertainment of its own.

***

Time passed, and guided by the witch’s advice, the little hero arrived at the circus.

But unlike the lively bustle she remembered from before, the entrance now sat under a heavy silence, thick enough to feel like a lie.

Not a sound, not a soul stirred. It was hard to imagine anyone ever came here for fun.

`Nonna mo asobitai yo!!’

But the quiet didn’t bother her. 

The little hero only cared about one thing: enjoying the fun and games promised to her.

Determined, she marched straight through the circus gates—only to freeze in place the moment she saw what lay ahead.

The inside of the circus was completely different from before.

“…Hweh?”

There were no jesters, no acrobats. 

No familiar, whimsical sights.

Instead, looming before her were enormous, grotesque structures that defied her understanding. 

Towering, unnatural shapes twisted into place—not quite buildings, not quite machines.

They were the kind of things adults might call “mechanical devices,” but to her, they were just giant, bizarre monsters made of iron.

Kyaaaaaaaaah!!

From every corner of the place, screams rang out. 

But they weren’t cries of pain—they were shrieks of joy.

It was only then, as she stood gaping, that a group of clowns approached her from the entrance and greeted her with exaggerated bows and painted smiles.


“Welcome, welcome! To Eden’s Garden—the paradise of dreams and hope! We’re so glad you’re here~!”

This was Eden’s Garden.

A theme park born from the nostalgia and yearning of adults longing for their happier days.


“Hooeeee~!”

And slowly, wonder began to bloom in the little hero’s wide eyes.



 
  Chapter 50: Dreams Do Come True


The scene was awash with light in every direction.

Jesters danced through the radiance, playing trumpets and drums, and the procession that followed them laughed joyously, expressing sheer delight. 

Once adults, they now had the appearance of children… Yes, this place, named Eden, was truly a paradise for the young.

The little hero, who felt it all by simply looking around, soon began to run across the heart of the garden, his excitement palpable.

“Runna, runna! Wheeeee~!”

The little hero, clutching a teddy bear to her chest, continued her exuberant steps.

The jesters of paradise welcomed the little hero without hesitation, offering snacks and balloons from their hands.

“Ah, a new little guest has arrived. Here, take this cotton candy~”

“Hehehe, munch munch~”

With a bite into the fluffy, cloud-like cotton candy, the little hero’s face lit up with an impossibly bright smile.

Perhaps it was the sweetest snack he had ever tasted.

Though she wanted to savor that sweetness for a while, there were things in front of the little hero that were even more captivating than cotton candy.

“This is the 8 o’clock Circus! Anyone who wants to hang out with animal friends, follow me!”

Jesters mingling with animals in the middle of the street.

“Hey there, little guest! Come over here and take a ride on the carousel, will you? The swaying and spinning are really fun!”

A carousel that allowed one to enjoy the scenery of paradise from various angles as it spun.

“Now, the Eden Dragon Train has finally opened. Little guests with the courage to challenge the thrilling speed, come this way!”

Roller coasters that moved at such speeds they left trails of light.

All these creations of childlike wonder endlessly stimulated the visitors’ joy, and the little hero, with her youthful heart, felt herself continually drawn into their charm.

“Squeal~ Hehehe!”

Happy and content.

Only such feelings filled her heart, and soon the visitors began to harbor a single desire.

To never leave this incredibly enchanting moment.

To have this time continue forever.

“Are you enjoying yourselves?”

The jesters who tended the park whispered endlessly to the people gradually blending into paradise.

“Are you happy? Does everyone here seem happy to you?”

Without malice or ill intent.

Simply wishing for their joy, truly hoping they would forget all the pain and suffering they had felt before.

“Then accept it. The paradise of illusion and dreams, Eden, where you can enjoy eternal happiness.”

The adults, intoxicated with happiness, accepted this enticement and gradually shed the memories of the lives they had built, returning to their childlike forms.

Here, there was no need to bear the burden of responsibility and duty.

Without the agony imposed by the world, one could stay forever in the happiest times of their lives.

“…Boohoo.”

But why?

Despite being in such a blissful space, the little hero felt the void in her heart growing larger.

The more she felt it, the more her smile faded and her gaze drifted away from the light around her.

The little hero pondered deeply on the reason.

Why, in such a joyful and happy world, did she feel not satisfaction but a sense of lack…

“Mow, pow…”

Yes, something very, very important was missing from her current self.

The moment she realized it, the little hero called out for what he needed.

“Papaa, Maamaa!”

Mom and Dad.

The family that took her in. 

The ones who held the greatest weight in the little hero’s small world.

Because of them, the little hero always felt happiness and security. 

Their presence was considered invaluable, irreplaceable by anything else.

She wanted to be with them.

If she was going to feel happiness, she wanted to be by their side, to share joyful moments with them.

“Meow!”

The moment she became aware of this, the little hero finally shook off the enchanting temptation and began to blossom with longing for the two of them.

Yes, the witch had said it clearly. 

Mom and Dad were here.

So first, she would find them. 

And then, she would share the joys of this place with them.

This desire soon became will, and the little hero awakened the power she was born with.

“Runna pininit! Eezoo!”

With her rising hair focusing her nerves, the little hero’s steps were directed towards the end her power pointed to.

Though there were many things around her that captured her attention, the little hero resolutely walked towards where her power guided her.

Believing that without the two of them, no amount of joy could fill the void, the little hero, driven by this single-mindedness, cast aside all temptations and moved forward.

And so, the little hero arrived at the place located at the end of paradise.

A dark place, untouched by the brilliant light that had just been illuminating the surroundings. 

The only things brightening the area were tiny particles of light floating in midair, and here and there, colorful soap bubbles drifted about, created by some unseen force.

Enough mystery to pique the interest of a child’s heart.

Yet, the little hero ignored all of it, focusing instead on the enormous bubble before her… and the sleeping boy trapped inside.

“Daddy!!”


Father. 

Like her mother, someone who loved her, irreplaceable and unique in this world.

“…Well, this is quite unexpected.”

Just as the little hero had found that presence, a man stepped in front of him.

“This place is the deepest part of paradise… a place those captivated by the light of paradise could never reach. So why have you come here?”

A jester with a mischievous yet amiable smile, just like all the others he had met so far. 

Yet, the little hero felt uneasy about him.

After all, he was standing right in front of the father he sought.

“Ah, I see. You are…”

The jester, realizing the little hero’s discontent, continued in a somewhat bitter tone.

“Yes. You must be in the prime of being loved and growing up. You haven’t yet experienced the hardships of life, so your desire to stay in paradise wasn’t as strong as I thought it would be.”

While adults, burdened by responsibilities, would immerse themselves in paradise, a child, still innocent of the world’s ways, wouldn’t feel that compulsion.


So, if a child came here in the first place, it wouldn’t be impossible for them to resist the temptations and move about freely.

“Still, isn’t it fun?”

This place was filled with things a child would love.

“You must have felt joy in the paradise we created and wished for that joy to last longer… So why did you give all that up and come to this secluded place?”

Children usually chase after immediate pleasure without a second thought.

So why did this little being reject all that and come all the way here, to the one he wanted to protect?

“Pappa!”

The little hero spoke.

Extending her tiny finger towards the girl behind the jester.

“Hashire papa! ! Ikanakya!

”

Thus, the little hero, who had revealed her presence, firmly stated her purpose.

“Papa, dete oide!”

“…You want me to release your father?”

“Hai!”

The little hero replied firmly, her eyes wide and resolute.

The jester, who had been staring blankly at her, let out a deep sigh and murmured his realization.

“I see. You are… her…”

It made sense.

For a child, parents are indispensable.

No pleasure could replace the care of one’s parents, so the child had resisted all temptations on the way here and reached her father.

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”

But despite understanding, the jester couldn’t bring himself to give up the man he was protecting.

It was natural for a child to grow up in a parent’s love, but this man, the one he wanted to protect, had become an adult without even that basic comfort.

“As a jester, it’s my duty to bring joy to everyone I meet. And for me, someone who has never truly felt happiness, even as an adult, is someone I feel I should save.”

An adult who grew up in unhappiness can’t feel happiness even when it’s right in front of them.

The jester knew this well. 

No matter how hard he tried to entertain such people, he couldn’t bring out genuine joy from them.

To save those sick and pitiful souls, he had accepted the voice that came to him one day and decided to create this paradise.

“So, I will give him a happy past. Even if it means erasing his memories and his very self…”

With that sense of mission, the jester turned to the little hero and asked for understanding.

“So, little lady. If you truly love your father, please step back. Even if they’re not your parents, the jesters here can take care of you just as well…”

He wanted her to leave her father in the dream, not pull him back to the harsh reality, even if she was still too young to understand responsibility but had a small sense of filial piety.

“Ichido mo nai!

Despite the heartfelt plea, the little hero shouted without hesitation.

“Papa wa nete i rarenai! Papa ga okinakya!”

She didn’t quite understand, but she knew her father shouldn’t be left sleeping. 

And most of all, she needed him.

She firmly believed that her happiness would only be complete with her mom and dad by her side.

“Papa, dete oide! ! ! Papa! Hashire papa!!”

So the hero insisted.

She wouldn’t let anyone else control her father’s fate.

“…Ah, yes. You are far too young to understand the troubles of adults.”

The jester didn’t scold her for her opposing view.

Given that the child prioritizes parental love over immediate pleasure, it was somewhat expected. 

It would be a miscalculation to think that the child, who had come this far, would give up easily.

“I understand. I, too, am a being who admires such purity… In the end, it seems our fates are bound to clash, you who need the love of a father and I who uphold this paradise.”

Yes, if neither side can give in, then it would have to be decided by force.

And the jester truly intended to fight with all his might in the battle that would follow.

Just as he revered the innocence of a child’s heart, he believed he should exert his full strength against one who possessed it.

“I won’t go easy on you. I, too, sincerely wish for his happiness, just like you.”

With that resolve, particles of light began to form around him, gradually gathering and taking on a shape.

These were fragments of the desires of the adults who had created this paradise.

But innocence isn’t always about dreams and hope. 

Sometimes, to protect this paradise, one must wield negative emotions as weapons.

“Well, little lady. What do you fear the most? Ghosts? Or your mother’s scolding?”

Indeed, the entity taking shape here was a monstrosity born from such negative feelings.

“When I was young, I feared this the most. A gigantic dragon with a breath so terrifying it could burn the entire world to ashes!!”

ROOOOOOOAAAR!

The black dragon that materialized in the space roared, causing the ground to tremble and the air to quiver.

It was a presence straight out of a fairy tale’s depiction of disaster.


GRRRRR, ROOOOOOOAAAR!!!

So overwhelming was its presence that it seemed ready to devour the audacious little girl standing right in front of it. 

One could feel its merciless nature just by looking at it.

“Well, little lady. It’s not too late. If you’re scared, just back down now. Or else…

The jester, accompanied by such a creature, warned her.

“Anata o marunomi shite ageru!!”

KWAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!!!

The signal dropped, and the grotesque dragon began to close the distance with each heavy step.

But its posturing was short-lived.

Unable to contain its hunger, the dragon swung its head, opening its gaping maw towards the girl.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!”

But in the next moment, what the dragon swallowed was not the girl, but a massive storm of magic that burst from the swung sword.


The dragon’s body, having swallowed the attack, swelled up instantly and, unable to withstand the force, exploded with a loud *POOF*!

“Huh?”

The jester, witnessing this absurd scene, couldn’t help but widen his eyes in surprise.

“Nunna, do~unaigōru! Hikisaite yaru!!”

The will of the little hero, who had made her dream come true, began to burn fiercely.



 
  Chapter 51: The Little Hero and the Incarnation of Evil


Long, long ago, in an age far removed from ours, a massive dragon appeared in the skies above a peaceful kingdom.

The dragon was wicked beyond compare, with a terrifying visage that struck fear into the hearts of all who saw it. 

With overwhelming might, it easily crushed the armies sent to challenge it.

Not content with simply laying waste to the kingdom, the greedy beast plundered the royal vaults, hoarding their gold and treasure—then, as if that weren’t enough, it kidnapped the kingdom’s beautiful princess and vanished into the skies.

The people wept. 

The king despaired.

For three days and nights, he agonized over what to do—how to calm his shaken people and how to save the princess from the clutches of the vile dragon.

At last, the king lifted his eyes to the heavens and offered a prayer in a low voice.

“O gods above, if ever you gaze upon this world, please—grant us your salvation.”

Not long after that prayer was sent skyward, a visitor arrived at the castle.

A woman clad in a crimson cloak, her long white hair like moonlight.

That alone might not have drawn much attention, but the sword she bore radiated a light brighter than any flame or star.

The moment she stepped forth, it was clear she was no ordinary traveler. 

And so she addressed the king:

“Fear not, Your Majesty. In answer to your prayer, I have come. I shall slay the evil dragon that threatens your land and bring salvation to your people.”

With those confident words, she became a beacon of hope. 

The people, seeing in her the promise of deliverance, gave her a title in unison—Hero.

They believed in her with all their hearts.

That she would be their savior.

That she would uproot the evil that plagued the world.

With the people’s hopes behind her and a single sword in hand, the Hero set out on her journey to face the fearsome dragon.

She crossed forests filled with thorny brambles, sailed over seas that boiled and churned, and leapt across bottomless chasms that seemed to stretch into eternity…

At last, at the journey’s end, she arrived.

There, guarding the princess as though expecting her, loomed the mighty dragon, its presence suffocating the air.

“Fwahaha! A mere insect dares stand before me? Do you truly believe someone like you could defeat me?” the beast bellowed, pride swelling in its massive form.

But the Hero stood firm, unshaken by its taunts.

“Not once, not for a moment, have I doubted my victory. The people call me their hope—and hope, by its nature, does not break.”

True to her words, the Hero charged without hesitation.

The battle that followed raged for three days and nights.

And in the end—she alone stood victorious.

Her blade fell upon the dragon’s neck, severing it cleanly and bringing the tale to its close.

With the treasure and the princess safely in tow, the Hero returned to her kingdom to the joyous cries of her people.

“She did it! The Hero has done it!”

“Hooray! We’re free at last!”

News of the Hero’s triumph swept across the land. 

The kingdom, once shrouded in fear, was finally at peace.

And that peace, they believed, would endure—for as long as the Hero lived, and as long as hope remained in this world…

—

“Oh… ooooh…”

Yes.

Every child in the Empire knows this fairy tale.

A fanciful story that only naive children might take seriously, one that adults—jaded by the world—write off as nothing more than a myth.

But the Jester knew better.

He knew—without a doubt—that it was all real.

A voice once came to him, guiding him down the path he now walked, revealing that everything in that tale was not fiction, but truth.

“This radiance… and that form…”

So he recognized her instantly.

The white hair.


The crimson cloak. 

The incomprehensible strength that felled a dragon.

Such a being could not exist twice in one world.

“I see now… you stand against that very being…”

The Hero.

A force born into this world to oppose the followers of evil and bring balance to the chaos.

“Nyau!”

And yet… she was so small.

A child who had raised her sword high after felling the wicked dragon, confidence gleaming in her eyes.

If even a fearsome creature like that could fall before her blade, what could possibly frighten her now?

Sensing her readiness to overcome the next challenge, the Jester smiled broadly and spread his arms wide.

“Heh… Yes. It may be far too early and unplanned… but if this is fate, then so be it!”

His art was not in war, but in revelry. 

Yet for an opponent like this—he welcomed it with open arms.

Stirred by her presence, the Jester rekindled his long-dormant fighting spirit. 

He began weaving the magic in the air, shaping it into a manifestation worthy of facing the little Hero.

Twisting the very essence of nightmares, he brought forth a dreadful spectacle, one that embodied the deepest fears lurking in every heart.

“I won’t go easy on you. I too have chosen to stand against ‘justice’ in order to realize my ideals!”

Chrrrkk!

Lines bent and branched in all directions. 

From them, grotesque creatures began to form.

Like scribbles scrawled on crumpled paper, their shapes were erratic, their bodies barely recognizable as anything living.

And yet, that was precisely why they were so terrifying—because they defied understanding.

And humans, above all, fear what they cannot comprehend.

“U-ugh…”

Yes.

The little Hero felt fear.

She recoiled at the army of nightmares that now surrounded her, instinctively rejecting them—because her mind could not make sense of what her eyes were seeing.

And so, she stepped back.

Holding her breath, trembling, she clutched the teddy bear in her arms even tighter.

“…Kkomi.”

The moment comfort began to bloom from that simple act, the young hero realized something.

She wasn’t alone.

She had a friend—someone to face this incomprehensible catastrophe with.

“Nyao!”

If it’s a dream… then let it be met with another dream.

As if responding to that wish, the teddy bear soared into the sky, glowing with radiant light. 

In an instant, its size ballooned dozens of times over, casting a massive shadow across the land.

Then—boom!—it landed heavily on the ground.


The sheer size and weight of it overwhelmed the nightmare soldiers, forcing them to a halt.

They could only gape helplessly at the towering figure before them.

There it stood: a colossal teddy bear, as tall as a tower.

A monstrous, fearsome partner to the hero, exuding an overwhelming presence like that of a terrifying dragon.

“Kyaa~! Kkomi no bigo!”

The hero jumped up and down in excitement, and as if to meet that expectation, the teddy bear lifted its massive arms and began to swing them with force.

Boom. 

Boom.

The nightmare forces were crushed under the sheer might of its blows.

The Jester who led them looked on in stunned disbelief at the unexpected turn of events.


“W-What in the world… Is that even something a hero can do?”

No, this wasn’t because she was a hero.

This place—this realm—was created by the collective wishes of others.

Here, both dreams and nightmares were dictated by the heart, and anyone with the right to wield those wishes could shape the very fabric of this space.

And because she had not yet grown into an adult…

The pure imagination of this young girl surpassed even that of the Jester, allowing her to resonate with this dream world.

“Heh… To think you could wield this much power in a place you’ve only just entered…”

Despite the unforeseen resistance, the Jester couldn’t help but laugh.

Of course he did.

This was a place meant for realizing dreams. 

And before him stood a girl more determined than anyone else to awaken her own.

“Yes, that’s it! Keep going like that! With more joy, with more delight!!”

He wanted to challenge that dream.

To see whether it was his passion or her dream that truly deserved to rule this paradise.

KRAAA! KYAAAAA!

In response to that surge of competitive spirit, even more nightmare soldiers appeared.

And like a swarm of piranhas, they began to pile onto the teddy bear, gnawing away at it.

No matter how big or powerful it was, it couldn’t withstand an endless army alone.

As they steadily brought the bear down and the dark tide swept toward the hero, a new light began to rise into the sky beyond the battlefield—visible now even to the Jester.

Now what is she planning?

A tension, mixed with curiosity, took hold of the Jester as he watched whatever was approaching from beyond the army.

The shape was that of a horse.

But the material—plastic.

At best, these were toy horses.

And yet, they sliced through the sky in formation, flying toward this very battlefield.

Riding atop the lead one was the tiny hero herself.


“Ehehe! Horsies~! Sparkly sparkly!”

Flying plastic horses?

The Jester had only ever envisioned something like a carousel.

What kind of childish imagination was this?

Even so, the Jester was not intimidated.

In fact, he was filled with admiration.

This tiny hero, weaving her way through his nightmare forces to reach him—he could only respond with sincerity.

“Oh! Conquering countless trials and standing up to evil—yes! A perfect vision of childhood bravery!”

Crunch, crackle.

The nightmare crept deeper into his body.

Rougher.

Scarier.

More brutal.

Swelling in size, the Jester channeled the very image of the evil being he so admired, readying himself to confront the young hero charging straight at him.

“Well then, how about this?!”

His twisted voice roared as he raised his foot. 

Shards rained down.

As he lifted his hand, the very air trembled, and ominous magic surged in every direction—knocking toy horses from the sky one by one.

He wanted to trample the girl’s dream, to prove it was an obstacle she could never overcome.

“Ugh… Uuu!”

An ordeal far too cruel for a child to bear.

As she was bombarded by waves of sharp, cutting force, a whisper echoed through her fragile heart.

Just give up.

Pushing further will only bring you pain.

“Nyaaaaa!!”

But the girl shook it off and raised her sword.

Because someone she needed was waiting beyond this trial.

She instinctively knew that her happiness could only be complete with him by her side.

KA-BOOM!!

A monstrous claw came crashing down to crush even that hope, shattering her mount into pieces and sending her flying through the air.

And yet… she did not stop.

Instead, she used the momentum to her advantage, letting her cape flutter as she locked eyes on her target.

“Haha… What a splendid gaze. No doubt about it—even young as you are, you’re his true challenger!!”

As the hero closed the distance, the avatar of evil greeted her with respect—ready at last to face her head-on.


“Let me see more of that radiance! Right here, right now—throw your full strength at me and break through the trial that blocks your path!!”

With a roar, dark energy surged and began to condense into the shape of a sphere. 

Sparks crackled around it, a visible reaction to the sheer force being compressed within.

It was, in every sense, a manifestation of nightmares—

A twisted mass of fear drawn from the hearts of grown-ups, the kind that cowers before the weight of reality.

KWAHHHHHHHH!!

Even as the blast of terror-laced magic erupted forth, the little hero stood firm, preparing to hurl herself straight into its heart.

White hair streamed behind her.

A red cape fluttered in the wind, just like the heroes in fairy tales.

Gripping her single toy sword in both hands, she raised it high, as if it were the most sacred of blades.

In that posture, her resolve shone clear:

She would break through the ordeal before her.

And the small blade, once just a plaything, began to glow—

Refined by determination into something more than steel.

What had started as simple admiration for a fairy tale hero…



What had started as nothing more than a plastic sword…

Now responded to her sincerity, and the world answered in kind.

For when evil inevitably appears in this dream-born realm,

It is always a heart like hers that gives rise to its destined savior—

Not born, but forged.

“Aaachiiiiiiaaaaaaaahhh!!”

At last, the honed blade clashed with the wave of darkness.

From that tiny frame erupted a force no one could have imagined.

The concentrated magic split, shattering like ice,

And the distance between hero and monster began to close.

Each step forward dulled her senses, each breath heavier than the last.

And yet, she pressed on.

The Jester—no, the incarnation of evil—felt it.

Felt the tremor in his core, the falter in his power.

That unbearable energy, once capable of obliterating a child’s body without a trace, now faltered.

Because all that remained within him was hatred for this girl, chosen by fate to save the world—

And the stubborn belief that his own darkness was the only truth.


“Truly…”

Yes. This was the light he had once yearned for more than anything.

“…Truly, it’s a warm light. The light you’ve created…”

And with that quiet admission,

The nightmare that had clung to the Jester’s form began to melt away,

Dissolving into the glow like snow under spring sunlight.

And then…



 
  Chapter 52: The Hero and The Boy


“..Lo…Gan, Logan.”

A faint, familiar voice echoed in my mind, low and distant.

It was a voice I had always heard, always repeated to myself. 

And yet, in this moment, I felt the urge to push it away.

If I followed that voice, I feared something irreversible might happen.

“Logan, wake up, it’s morning!”

But, cruelly, the voice’s owner wouldn’t allow me to stay lost in the darkness.

She threw off the blanket, opened the window, and let sunlight fall across my face.

I, who had been curling up in misery, turned my back to the light, letting out a small whimper.

“…Five more minutes.”

“Why are you being like this today? If you don’t wake up, you’ll be late. Come on, get up.”

Her actions, though, were familiar.

As if this kind of thing had happened countless times before.

I slowly pushed myself up, lifting my heavy eyelids. 

Finally, I saw her face, the one who had roused me from my sleep.

A face, forever gentle and soft, her smile one I never thought I’d see on her—at least, not like this.

“Mom… right?”

The question slipped from my lips before I could stop it, and she chuckled softly, reaching out to pat my head.

“Logan, you’ve even forgotten your mom’s face in just one night? Did you have a nightmare?”

“A nightmare…?”

A nightmare? 

What had happened before I fell asleep?

I tried to remember, but nothing came to mind. 

Only a thick fog filled my thoughts.

“Heh, don’t worry about it.”

She pulled me into a gentle hug, her voice soft as she whispered into my ear.

“Mom’s here. There’s no need to be afraid. It’s okay, you’re safe.”

Her kind whispers felt oddly comforting. 

Maybe it was over the top for a morning greeting, but just hearing it soothed my confusion, calming my heart.

Though I didn’t fully understand the situation, I knew, at the very least, this person wasn’t trying to harm me.

“Come, let’s have breakfast.”

Following her, I found myself at the table set for me.

A steaming bowl of freshly made stew and bread with a savory aroma. 

My stomach grumbled in response, and as I sat down, she gently offered me a spoonful of stew.

“Uh, Mom?”

“Still not fully awake, huh? Your hands aren’t moving well, so Mom will feed you. Open up.”

“….”

“You’re making Mom’s arm tired. Say ‘Ah~’”

“…Ah.”

Reluctantly, I opened my mouth, and she fed me the stew. 

As I swallowed a spoonful, warmth spread through my body, not just from the stew, but from the care she had put into making it.

“Is it good?”

“…Yes.”

I answered cautiously, still feeling that sense of unfamiliarity lingering in my heart. 

Despite that, I spoke honestly, focusing only on what I felt at that moment.

“It’s really good.”

Seeing my satisfaction, she smiled warmly and offered me more stew.

“Heh, it makes me happy to see you eating well. Here, have some more.”

“G-Good, I can eat on my own…”

“Oh, is Logan rejecting his mother’s love?”

Love.

For some reason, just hearing that word made my chest ache.

“…No, Mom.”

Even so, I couldn’t refuse her kindness. 

I opened my mouth again, and as I did, her face lit up with joy once more.

She wasn’t just feeding me; she was showing me love, a love she had once spoken of herself.

“I’m so happy to have you with me, Logan.”

Yes. 

She was happy. 

Happy because I, her child, was with her, a blessing she cherished deeply.

“Yeah, because of you, Mom is happy. And I want you to be truly happy too, just like me.”

Her true feelings came through in her gentle strokes, and then, in a quiet whisper, she began to express her wish.

“Always be a happy person, Logan.”

Just like she was, she wanted me to be happy too.

Though the words felt a little awkward, I decided not to question them.

“Yes, Mom…”

No matter the reason, I knew she was sincere, and I didn’t think it was wrong to feel warmth from her words.

***

Mother. 

My beloved mother. 

The one who loves me.

Encouraged by her, I left the house and, as I tried to recall my memories, I arrived at a familiar place.

“…This is, school.”

School. 

It was a place that, for some reason, felt strangely unfamiliar.

Despite having visited this place countless times, I didn’t feel entirely positive about it.

Even when I tried to rack my brain to figure out why, nothing clear came to mind.

Why is that?

Why can’t I remember anything about a place I’ve visited so many times before?


“Ah, Logan, you’re here.”

As I was lost in thought, the sound of a door creaking open caught my attention, and a woman appeared.

She was likely a teacher at the school. 

Without hesitation, she greeted me with a warm expression.

“I was worried something had happened since you were so late. Come in, your friends are waiting for you.”

“Oh, yes…”

Her urging caught me off guard, and as I stepped in, I noticed the other students in the class turning their attention toward me.

The moment I met their gaze, I felt my breath freeze in my chest.

I had once been oppressed by those same kind of stares.

This world had never shown me any kindness, so I instinctively braced myself for it again.

“Hey, Logan~! Good morning!”

But, unexpectedly, unlike the anxiety that had suddenly gripped me, the students in the classroom were expressing nothing but cheerfulness toward me.

“You’re late this morning. Did you oversleep?”

“Uh, well…”

“Hmm? What’s with you all of a sudden? Normally, you’d at least greet us.”

“Haha, still not fully awake, huh? Our Logan is a sleepyhead~”

“Let’s play some soccer after class, that should help. Get ready, I’m gonna win today!”

The kids were chattering excitedly, greeting me with enthusiasm.

Although I felt a strange sense of alienation, it was somehow calming. 

This sense of alienation eased the turmoil in my heart, bringing a sense of stability.

At least here, with these people, I didn’t feel threatened.

“Alright, everyone. Class time is starting. Let’s all quiet down, and Logan, find an empty seat.”

“Oh, yes.”

Slowly shaking off my hesitation, I found my place among them. 

Just as I was starting to blend in, the teacher began the lesson.

The class was, well, monotonous and, if anything, a little boring.

Some kids were lazy, and others, like me, exchanged trivial jokes.

But maybe that didn’t matter.

Even if we weren’t paying full attention, the simple and humble moments felt precious and didn’t fade away.

“Alright, everyone. That’s it for today’s class~ Great job, everyone~!”

“Ughh~ Finally, it’s over!”

“Oh, wait, I almost forgot, there’s homework! Don’t leave yet, everyone, just wait a moment.”

“Eh? Homework now!?”

“Haha, it’s nothing hard, so don’t react like that.”

The teacher, laughing, began to settle the students back into their seats and started talking about the homework.

“The homework for today is to write a short essay. I’ll give you the topic, and you’ll just write freely about it.”

“So we can write anything?”

“Just stick to the topic, and anything goes. Now, let me give you the topic…”

The teacher cleared her throat, pausing for a moment as she prepared to announce the topic.

As I stared at her, waiting, she finally spoke.

“Love.”

Love.

The word itself made my chest ache just hearing it.

“I want you to write about what love means to you.”

As soon as the topic was revealed, I felt an overwhelming sense of helplessness flood my mind.

***

Love.

In the dictionary, it’s simply defined as deep affection or passionate feelings for someone.

But despite its simple meaning, every time I heard that word, I felt a sharp pang in my chest.

As if that word reminded me of the emptiness in my heart.

What, I wondered, had once filled that empty space?

“Sigh, why does the teacher always give us homework like this?”

“Well, who cares. We’ll just do it quickly. The homework’s done, now let’s go play soccer.”

On the other hand, the kids walking home with me didn’t seem to feel the weight of the word.

They looked at me with a casual air, like they were simply reflecting on it, and then they spoke up.

“Logan, you’re coming to play soccer too, right?”

Why even bother with weighty matters?

Why not just discard any doubts and simply enjoy the present with them, immersing myself in today’s routine?

“Sorry, I… I need to think about something for a bit.”

Their invitation, subtly laced with meaning, made me feel uncomfortable. 

I quickly rejected it.

“Think about something?”

“I’ll catch up with you later. See you tomorrow.”

“Huh? Logan, wait…!”

In the end, I hurriedly distanced myself from them, as though fleeing.

I couldn’t explain why.

Because I didn’t understand why, I kept thinking about it.

Why did I run away from those who were kind to me?

What is the strange feeling that I’ve been sensing ever since I woke up?

“Because you were there, Mom could be happy. So, I want you, Logan, to be truly happy, just like Mom.”

Happiness.

She, who whispered love to me, always wished for me to feel that way. 

There could be no mistake in that. 

The affection she directed at me was surely the right thing.

“Always be a happy person, Logan.”

Yet something feels wrong.

That whisper, this daily life, it’s all wrong in a way that I can’t shake from my mind. 

Why? 

If happiness is all that matters, why does my mind keep being overtaken by doubt?

Must I abandon the happiness I feel to resolve this doubt?

Is simply immersing myself in this current reality really something I’m not allowed to do?

“Haah, haah.”

I couldn’t resolve these thoughts, and after running aimlessly, I found myself in a park.

The sun had already set, leaving the sky in the soft glow of twilight, with only the cawing of crows signaling the coming of night.

It was well past curfew. If I stayed here much longer, Mom would surely be worried.

I should go back. 

But is it really okay to return?

What if, by going back, I lose the chance to return to where I was before? 

No, do I even have a place to return to, other than beside her?

“Young man over there. Look over here for a moment!”

Caught in my inner turmoil, I froze at the sound of an unfamiliar voice.

Instinctively, I turned my head and met the confident smile of a woman who was facing me.

Beneath the glow of the sunset, her white hair and red cape billowed in the wind as she smiled at me.

“Heh, you look like you have a lot on your mind. Could it be that you’re struggling with the homework the teacher gave you?”

Right, this was the first time I had seen her.

Despite that, she spoke as if she understood my situation. 

A sense of caution crept in, and I carefully asked, “Who are you?”

“Heh, curious about my identity, are you?”

With a self-assured grin, she seemed almost pleased by my question. 

“If you really want to know, then I’ll tell you! Open your ears and engrave it into your mind!”

With that attitude, she proudly began to introduce herself in a loud voice.

“I am the one who descended to this world to prevent its destruction and protect peace! Wherever there are people in need, I will appear and extend my hand—an undisputed hero! And the people of this world call me ‘The Hero’!”

“Hero…?”

“That’s right. The person standing in front of you is, in every sense, a hero.”

She crossed her arms and looked down at me with an air of superiority.


There wasn’t a hint of embarrassment in her smile. 

With that same expression, she gently asked, “Young man, do you need the help of this hero?”

Help.

Maybe, it’s exactly what I need, given how lost I’ve been feeling. 


But before I could respond to her question, something that popped into my head came out of my mouth instead.

“Are you unemployed?”

“Hey, you have no filter with adults.”

Thud.

Her fist landed squarely on my head.



 
  Chapter 53: Thank you for Waking Me Up






It was that fleeting hour when dusk draped the sky in hues of amber.

Under normal circumstances, I would’ve been on my way home by now. 

But instead of heading back to the house where my mother awaited me, I found myself lingering in the park.

Something didn’t sit right with me.
 

If I went back like this, I felt the knot in my chest—the one that had been tightening all day—would never loosen.

Creak, creak!

As I wandered into the park, lost in my thoughts, an odd older girl appeared before me.

Before I knew it, she was on the swing set, pumping her legs with wild energy.

The chains groaned under the force, shrieking with every swing.

“Hahaha! How about it, boy? Have you ever flown this high on a swing before?!”

Her laughter rang out, bold and unrestrained.

Caught off guard, I just stared at her, unsure how to respond. 

She suddenly leapt from the swing, landing with a flourish, then clicked her tongue in disappointment.

“Hmph, you must be one of those kids who don’t know how to enjoy themselves. Children are meant to play without a care in the world, oblivious to the troubles of life! At this rate, you’ll grow up to be just another dull adult who’s already lived their whole life.”

“A… dull adult?”

“That’s right. Do you know what people call kids like you? Precocious. Children who grow up too fast, far too serious for their age. The kind that ends up a humorless, stiff adult.”

A stiff adult…

That word struck something within me.

I wasn’t grown yet, but somehow… I felt like it wasn’t far off. 

Like it wouldn’t be strange if I ended up that way.

“But even a precocious kid… is still just a kid, right?”

Despite her teasing, she didn’t mock or belittle me.

She could have dismissed me as boring and joyless. 

But instead, she simply pointed to the corners of her lips, as if encouraging me to smile.

“So why not try this, even just a little?” she said. “Practice smiling like this. This is the time in your life when you’re supposed to be happiest, after all.”

Her smile glowed as bright as the setting sun behind her.

I stared at it for a while… then slowly turned my gaze downward, toward my own shadow.

For some reason, that smile felt blinding.

It felt so far away, so completely out of reach for someone like me.

“…Miss.”

That dissonance stirred something inside me.

And before I realized it, words tumbled from my mouth.

“Do you… know what happiness is?”

“What happiness is?”

“I’m not sure. I don’t know if I’m happy or not…”

My voice wavered, soft with doubt, as I recalled everything that had happened since morning.

Breakfast with my gentle mother.

Friends who greeted me with smiles.

All of it formed a quiet, familiar mosaic of daily life. 

Maybe even a bit boring, but warm in its own way. 

A part of me had started to believe that maybe—just maybe—it was a happy life.

And yet…

“Even though I think I’m living a happy life… I keep feeling this emptiness, like something’s missing.”

Like I’d forgotten something important.

“It’s like… like I’ve lost a memory or something…”

No matter how much time passed, that hollow space inside me never filled.

And because of that, I couldn’t fully embrace the simple joys around me.

“Lost memories, huh? Heh…”

She paused, humming to herself in thought. 

Then suddenly, she laughed and spoke again.

“Then perhaps, deep down, you already know. That everything you’ve experienced until now… was fake. Just a fabrication.”

“Fake…?”

“That’s right. Everything you perceive right now—someone else made it up. They crafted this reality by highlighting your desires and erasing everything that stood in their way.”

“…”

“…Ah, that face. You’re thinking I’m joking, aren’t you?”

Of course I was.

Even if my memories felt like a blank slate, the idea that someone had tampered with them—as if I’d been hypnotized—was absurd. 

It sounded like something straight out of a fantasy novel. 

Just like when she introduced herself as a ‘hero.’

“That’s just…”

But it wasn’t something I could dismiss so easily.

Because if it wasn’t that… then I had no explanation for this aching void inside me.

“Could it really be true? That someone messed with my memories…?”

“If we piece together what you’ve said, the possibility is quite strong,” she replied with a crooked smile.

“Of course, the original plan was probably for you not to notice anything. But your symptoms must’ve been too severe. The dissonance was just too intense to ignore.”

“Symptoms…?”

“Yes. In your case, it wasn’t enough to simply amplify existing memories. They had to fabricate things that never existed, and erase what truly did.”

Fabricating what never existed.

Erasing what did.

That could only mean one thing: the world I’d awakened to—the one I had been living in—was the exact opposite of the reality I had once known.

Yes. If that was the truth…

“That would mean the real you… lived a truly miserable life.”

She delivered the words without hesitation.

Like driving a nail into the heart of it.

“So much so, that you instinctively rejected happiness—even in a dream.”

There was never any true happiness in your life.

Your days had been steeped in misfortune, so thoroughly painted in sorrow that even in your dreams—where happiness should have reigned—you found only emptiness.

“Yes… I suppose so.”

In that moment, all the doubts that had clouded your heart finally cleared.

As you accepted it, the hollowness within you began to lift, replaced by a quiet sense of relief.

“This was all just a dream. My real mother never showed such warmth, and I never had anyone I could truly call a friend.”

Yes, this world was crafted as the perfect opposite of the life I had lived.

Once I understood and embraced that truth, she turned to me and asked softly:

“Are you disappointed that it was all a dream?”

Are you heartbroken that the simple, happy life you experienced here was a lie?

“No… actually, I feel more at peace.”

I shook my head, a faint smile forming as I tried to contain the flood of emotions rising within me.


Because now, I understood how cruel reality truly was.

“As long as I don’t wake up… I’ll never have to be unhappy again.”

I don’t know who trapped me in this dream, or why they did it. 

But the reason doesn’t matter anymore.

Whatever their intention, at least here I’m not miserable. 

As long as I don’t chase after the memories I’ve lost, I can continue to enjoy this fragile happiness.

That’s what I believed, without a doubt…

“Are you really satisfied with that?”

Yet she, who was only a fragment of this dream, threw the question at me—as if trying to spark conflict within me.

“Satisfied? What do you mean…?”

“Boy. Remaining in a dream is the same as turning your back on reality. It means giving up the will to change anything. You’ll just spin in the same cycle over and over, like a hamster on a wheel. Watching yourself slowly wither away in the real world, waiting for a quiet death… that’s the choice you’re about to make.”

“…”

“Even knowing that, will you still choose to stay asleep?”

Her voice was dead serious.

Even though her words almost sounded like scolding, instead of anger, something else stirred in me—fear.

Because deep down, I understood. I still had a life in the real world, and I couldn’t abandon it so easily.

I had simply forgotten, that’s all. 

And maybe, just maybe, there’s still a reason I should return to that reality, no matter how painful it might be.

“…I’m scared.”

But does that mean I have to throw away this current happiness to do it?

“I’m scared… of what reality must be like, the one that’s the complete opposite of this dream. I’m scared of the person I became after living through that world… scared that I won’t be able to live a proper life.”

She said it herself, didn’t she? 

That those who grow up too quickly become boring adults.

And those who were never loved will grow up not knowing how to love.

If you’ve never known happiness, then no matter what happens, you’ll only ever feel sadness.

“If that’s really the case… then maybe I don’t need to keep living in that reality.”

A person who only hurts others by being alive.

If we’re being honest, that’s probably the kind of person I am in the real world.

“Maybe… it’s better if someone like me doesn’t exist there at all.”

That’s why there’s no need to dig up forgotten memories.

Even if I feel some disconnect, staying in this world—where love and happiness are real—would be the kinder choice, for both me and the people in the real world.

And yet…

“Then why…?”

“If someone has never known happiness, does that mean they have no right to pursue it?”

She interrupted, not with an answer, but with her own question.

“If someone has never been loved… does that mean they must never love?”

Her words, as if rebuking my self-pity and my desire to stay in this dream, reached into me—pulling me back toward something real.

“Boy. You’re right. In reality, you’re probably a dull, broken adult. A life filled with pain leaves little room for compassion. You likely shut yourself away from others, trapped in your own lonely world.”

“Exactly. That’s why—”

“But even if the world didn’t love you, whether or not you choose to love someone else… that decision is yours alone. And besides…”

As I opened my mouth to argue, her hand gently rested atop my head.

She began to stroke my hair with the same softness that danced across her lips in the form of a smile.

“To me, it already seems like you’ve begun to love someone.”

At those quiet words, I could only stare at her, speechless.

Why? Why was it that someone like me, with such a hopeless life, could—

“In this dream… didn’t your mother’s warmth feel real? Didn’t you find joy in the small, everyday moments you spent with your friends?”

Maybe that’s why.

Maybe that’s why her voice, her words, started to break through to me—one by one.

“Even if this world is the opposite of your reality… if your heart was truly dead, you wouldn’t have been able to accept it. But the fact that you could feel those things means… your life wasn’t entirely devoid of happiness.”

“Even in your harsh reality, you had moments of quiet joy—things you fought for and claimed with your own hands. And that’s why… you were able to recognize happiness in this false world as something genuine.”

My throat tightened, and my eyes burned.

Every word she spoke filled the hollowness within me, piece by piece.

Though my memories hadn’t yet returned, I felt a hope rising in my chest—a hope that maybe, just maybe, what she said was true.

“Could it really…”

Could I really allow myself to believe it?

“Could it really be… true?”

Still afraid, I looked to her, barely managing to speak the words aloud.

“Even someone like me… someone whose life has been nothing but hardship… Do I still deserve to be loved?”

“Does love ever require qualifications?”

“Even someone as broken as I am—do I really have the right to love someone else…?”

“Does loving someone ever require permission?”

She quieted all my doubts with a gentle voice, cradling my weary body with the utmost care.

With her arms wrapped around me and her hand softly patting my back, her whispers began to ring clearer and deeper in my heart.


“You’re only afraid because you don’t know anything right now. But can’t you see? The truth is already there, isn’t it? No matter how cruel the world may be, someone—at least one person—has come to love you.”

Erina.

For some reason, that name rose to the surface of my thoughts the moment I heard those words.

“And if your heart was stirred by that love… then you must’ve bloomed with the desire to love someone else in return. Because love—love heals the wounds of the heart, and seeks to spread itself to others.”

As I repeated her name quietly in my heart, another name gradually emerged from the back of my mind.

So small, often reckless, and a constant handful… but even so, a child to whom I had given my whole heart—

Ppaaah~!!

Just as I was thinking of her, light tore through the air and a voice rang out from within it.

I didn’t yet know who it belonged to.

After all, my memories in this world were still fractured and unclear.

“Papappa! ! Okite!!”

But my instincts knew.

The owner of that voice was calling out for me. 

Which meant I had to answer.

“You’re going?”

As those words reached me while I took a step toward the light, I quietly nodded in reply.

Her words had stirred something in me—a longing to move forward.

“Yes. Someone’s waiting for me.”

With those words, I brushed away the fear that clung to reality and looked back at the woman who had seen me off.

“…Thank you, Lona.”

Even if she had only been an illusion, she had still given meaning to my heart.

“There’s no need to thank me.”

And with that, she turned her back to me as I walked into reality, whispering in a carefree voice—

“You’ve already repaid me… just by taking me in.”

I didn’t yet understand what those words truly meant.

But even they began to fade as I stepped into the light that embraced me.

And then—

* * * 

“Ppappa. Ppa!”

The soft sensation of tiny hands patting my cheeks.

Along with the ticklish whisper brushing my ear, I slowly opened my eyes to find a small girl nestled in my arms.

A child, small and pure, gazing up at me with wide, innocent eyes.

“Okite”

To her cautious question, I lowered my head and answered softly.

“…Yeah.”

I wrapped my arms around the small body that had crawled into my embrace.

Held her tight—so tight that my hands trembled from the effort.

“Papa ga okimashita.”

As I accepted the reality of this moment and embraced our reunion, the little girl smiled quietly in my arms.


Even someone like me…

Even I, who had never been loved… now understood that I could love.


“Thank you for waking me up… my daughter.”

Because I know how to love—

I know I am worthy of being loved in return.
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When I woke from sleep, I realized that Lona, nestled in my arms, had also dozed off at some point.

Had she waited by my side the entire time until I opened my eyes?

Or had she been playing with all her might until exhaustion finally caught up with her?

“Really, what a mess this turned out to be.”

Whatever the case, it wasn’t over yet.

Sensing that unease creeping in, I held Lona tighter against me and focused on the voice that followed.

“The wish I’ve been collecting for so long was scattered to the wind by your daughter’s power. I had hoped—desperately so—to create a paradise in this world, even if just a fleeting illusion. But in the end, it was my mistake. I acted hastily and failed to see clearly.”

There was a note of deep self-deprecation in his voice.

Worried that this might turn into hostility directed at the child in my arms, I responded with sharp wariness.

“Are you going to keep going?”

I’d been caught off guard before. 

But now that I was awake, I was ready for whatever tricks he might pull.

“…No. I’ll stop here.”

He gave a short laugh as he replied to my guarded words.

“I was never suited for fighting in the first place. Besides, there’s nothing more I could accomplish now. All that’s left is to reflect on what’s happened and prepare for the future.”

“…So you’re not giving up.”

“How could I possibly give up? There are still so many people in this world suffering under the weight of reality. Don’t you think there should be at least one person who offers them a chance to dream—just one?”

A happy dream… Yes. 

That was all he had ever truly wanted to offer.

Not death. 

Not destruction. 

Not domination. 

Just a dream. 

A beautiful, all-encompassing illusion that would lull those drawn to him into blissful sleep.

“And because of that, I sincerely hoped you’d accept salvation from my dream.”

Maybe, in a way, what he offered was salvation.

Not justice, no—but something else. 

Something that countless people had longed for and embraced.

Something even I once accepted.

“…I won’t say what you’re doing is completely wrong.”

I was one of those who had been swept up in the dreams he created.

If I had still been the person I once was…

I might have stayed there forever, letting that dream cradle me for the rest of my life.

The world is cruel, after all. 

And in a cruel world, people can’t help but grow into broken adults.

“But…”

Even so, I chose reality.

“There’s someone I have to take responsibility for now.”

Even in this painful world, I found someone—just one person—who loved me.

Through her, I came to understand love. 

And because of that love, I found the desire to pass it on to someone else.

“The moment I had something to be responsible for, my life began to change. I started to feel truly alive. And now that I have that… I can’t abandon it just to live in a dream.”

“Even if that responsibility weighs on you, every single day?”

“…Yeah.”

The world isn’t just cruelty.

Even in this world, hope exists in small, quiet places.

Whether we grasp it or let it slip away—that’s our choice to make.

And as for me, I choose to hold onto it. 

By my own will.

The very thing I hold in my arms now is proof of that.

Having embraced it once, how could I ever let go?

“…If that’s the path to your happiness, then I must respect it.”

Seeing the firmness in my resolve, the clown no longer tried to persuade me.

Instead, he turned away, ready to disappear.

He walked slowly toward the shadows beyond the empty fairground—now devoid of parades, illusions, or the laughter of children.

“One last question before I go…”

He paused in his steps and looked back.

“The dream I gave you… what did you think of it?”

All he asked for was an honest answer.

Just that. So I gave it to him, without hesitation.

“It wasn’t bad. And…”

I looked down at the little girl still fast asleep in my arms, unaware of the world.

“…seeing that warmth in the dream made me want to give it to this child too.”

“…I see.”

The clown gave a soft chuckle, seemingly satisfied, and began walking again.

“Then raise her well. A pure soul like hers… is the only thing that can stop someone like me from going astray.”

And just like that—

Shhh…

His figure quietly melted into the darkness.

When the last traces of his presence vanished, all that remained in the empty fairground were the sleeping adults—dozens of them.

Still smiling, as if caught in the remnants of a dream they weren’t quite ready to leave behind.

“Erina.”

But now that the dream’s power had faded, waking them should be possible.

With that thought, I stepped toward a familiar face in the crowd and gently shook her shoulder.

Erina Fidleton.

My wife.

The first person in this harsh world who ever truly loved me.

“…Darling?”

“You okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Actually, I feel strangely refreshed. Like I just had a really good dream…”

Erina slowly shook off the last remnants of sleep and looked around. 

As her gaze landed on the figures sleeping nearby, a flicker of alarm crossed her face. 

She quickly turned toward me with visible tension.

“…What happened while I was out?”

“We can talk about that once we’re back home. I’ll explain everything then.”

There was no need to rush through a story whose ending had already been written.

So rather than worry, it was better to focus on returning to the calm of daily life.

“Let’s go home. To our home.”

As I reached out my hand, Erina glanced down at it. A small smile appeared on her face before she gently took it in hers.


“…Yes.”

And just like that, another chapter came to a close.

We took our first steps once more into the ever-turning wheel of everyday life.

***

Genesis.

When the first light rose to illuminate the world, darkness too was pulled into existence.

Wherever there is light, there is always shadow. 

People soon began to define these shadows as “evil,” seeking to drive them out from their world.

But no matter how fiercely one tries to banish the darkness, it will always follow where the light goes.

The more people revere justice, the more inevitable it becomes for evil to rise in response. And if that pressure builds too far, it eventually bursts forth as a disaster no one can stop.

One day, the world will be swallowed whole by that very evil.

Even those tormented by darkness could sense that future approaching. 

And then, on one such day, a beam of pure light fell from the heavens—crashing into the heart of the world overrun by evil.

A being wrapped in radiant brilliance—so blindingly bright and pure it seemed born to banish the darkness itself.

With overwhelming power, he stood against the embodiment of evil, and in time, brought it low, silencing the chaos that plagued the world.

In the peace that followed, people began to revere him.

They believed he was a messenger of the gods, sent from the heavens to save them. 

Some even whispered he might be akin to a god himself…

And so, every time the world teetered on the brink of ruin, mysterious lights would once again descend upon the land.

Each of those who arrived would battle evil head-on and restore peace, giving rise to countless legends. 

Over time, they were given a name—“Heroes.”

“They always appear when the world is in crisis. Just as light brings shadow, when the darkness deepens, a brilliance even greater will return to illuminate the world once more.”

Perhaps these “heroes” are nature’s own counterbalance—existences born to stabilize the world.

They revealed themselves in every era, but not all left behind records unmarred.

After all, not everyone welcomed them.

Some twisted the name of justice to use heroes for their own selfish gain. 

Others feared the hero’s strength in a world now free of evil and branded them traitors, executing them in the name of peace.

To be betrayed by those you saved.

Yet even facing the executioner’s blade, one such hero felt no resentment. Instead, he accepted his fate with a quiet heart.

If heroes only exist to battle evil, then in a world of peace, there is no need for them.

Perhaps this moment, too, was the natural end—an exit prepared for someone like him.

And so, standing tall upon the gallows, the hero voiced one final regret in his last testament.

“If there is something I lament… it is that I did not have enough time to witness the world I saved. I could never truly see how that ruined world I awakened to… had become something beautiful.”

The sky that day was clear. 

The birds sang gently.

In that still sliver of peace, the kneeling hero bowed his head and accepted the blade that would sever it. 

As it neared, he whispered one final wish.

“In the next life… I hope I can walk the world I saved. With my own two feet.”

The sword fell. 

Blood scattered.

And soon, his body dissolved into light, preparing to return again—to be born anew when the world next needed salvation.

A child, carrying the final wish of that hero, would one day be born into this world…

***

“Lona, wake up! It’s morning!”

A warm voice broke through the fading dream.

With messy hair and a sluggish yawn, the little hero rose from bed. 

Blinking drowsily, she looked up at the approaching figure of her mother and opened her mouth in a dazed murmur.

“Fuaaa…”

“Hehe, look at our little Lona drooling. Go wash your face first, sweetie.”

“Okii…”

With slow, shuffling steps, the small hero made her way to the wash basin.

Waiting there was her father, already fresh-faced and ready for the day.

“Pappa.”

“Ah, you’re up.”

As always, he greeted her gently and warmly.

But then, as he looked closely at her face, his brow furrowed with concern.

“…Lona, is something bothering you?”

“Gominu?”

“You looked a bit pale. Did you have a bad dream?”

“Koowmoo…”

The little hero furrowed her brows in thought.

She tried to grasp the vague image lingering from before she awoke—something hazy, something important.

“Monyah!”

But what finally burst out was a booming, nonsensical question.

Her father chuckled at the bizarre outburst and gently dabbed her face with a towel.

“Haha, alright then. Let’s wash your face first.”

With his help, she freshened up and soon made her way to the kitchen, where her mother had already laid out breakfast.

It was a morning like countless others—a slow, peaceful beginning to an uneventful day.

And simply by enjoying that familiar routine, the remnants of the dream faded quietly away, leaving behind only a sense of energy that filled the little hero’s small body.

She donned the cloak gifted by a witch, and raised the tiny, handmade sword a friend had crafted for her.

“Be careful and have fun~” her mother called from behind with a smile.

Stepping out into the world, hand in hand with her father, the man looked down at her and asked warmly,

“So, Lona. Ready for another adventure today?”

Adventure.

A word that never failed to set her heart racing.

With a sparkle in her eyes, Lona lifted her sword high into the air and shouted at the top of her lungs—


“Achiyaaahhh~!”



Author’s Note (Postscript)

Hello~ It’s Globalre

And so, another side story comes to an end… or at least, it feels like the kind of ending that screams “to be continued.”

Yeah… I’m aware. I admit it. This is one of those messy works. I knew from the start this wouldn’t go far.

So, I’ve decided to wrap up this story. There were still a lot of things I had planned for it, though.

I wanted to explore more adventures, write about the little daily happenings… delve deeper into the relationships between characters, and even write more about the battles between the hero and the Demon King’s forces.

But unfortunately, reality isn’t so generous.

If there had been any hope that the story would grow in popularity, I might’ve kept going. But… the performance of this novel wasn’t just stagnant—it was steadily declining day by day.

Of course, I get that the slice-of-life/fantasy niche itself is a minor genre even on Novelpia, but still—it’s hard to argue that genre alone determines performance.

Even if it’s a niche, if it’s well-written, it can succeed. Look at household genre names—plenty of popular series fall off hard if the quality drops. Meanwhile, even TS or gender-bender stories with smaller audiences can still climb the rankings if the writing’s good.

In that sense, this story probably lost people early on. It lacked a strong hook from the start, and it didn’t have the genre appeal or pacing to keep new readers engaged during binge reads…

Still, I didn’t want to give up. Even though the ending wasn’t going to be satisfying, I at least wanted to wrap things up properly. I tried changing the title and thumbnails to attract more readers, thinking maybe this or that would help.

But in the end, those attempts didn’t do much. My daily readership dropped from 50 people to barely 10. So here I am, forced to bring it to a close.

It’s not a good feeling. This isn’t the first time I’ve had to kill off a work this way, either.

Even so, for the readers who stuck with me, I didn’t want to just toss it out. I wanted to at least give it a proper finish.

The final scenes were written with that in mind. Not because I believed it was over for good—but because, when I stopped worrying about performance, I actually enjoyed writing again.

And… maybe because I poured my heart into it, this slightly bittersweet ending feels even more meaningful to me.

If I ever get the chance, maybe I’ll remake this story. Who knows? If I don’t just abandon it completely and leave it like this, then at least I’ll have the option someday to revisit it.

If that opportunity comes, maybe someone who remembered this work will return, check it out again, and help boost its early performance—

That might be the best I can hope for with a story that didn’t go as planned. But… I think that kind of thinking is for a much, much later time.


You see, Novelpia doesn’t allow remakes within a 3-year exclusivity period. Because of that rule, I still haven’t been able to remake School Nurse Bread Punch yet either… sigh. Well, maybe when the time comes, I’ll give it another shot.

So like that, running up against the limits of the present, this story too comes to a rather unsatisfying end.

I’m sorry I’m such a flawed writer. I’m sorry I’m a writer who gives up on stories.

All the more reason to do better on the next one—so that I can write something successful, something that brings readers back again and again for a long time…

With that hope, I’ll end this postscript here.



 
  EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch40_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch2_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch41_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch42_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch4_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch43_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch3_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch50_1_0.jpg





EPUB/cover.xhtml
[image: Cover Image]
  

EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch47_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch48_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch46_1.jpg
*
b
B

@
W

= At‘

\

ﬁ’:





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch10_0.jpg





EPUB/nav.xhtml

    
      The Little Warrior Enters


      
        		
          Chapter 1: The Mysterious Child
        


        		
          Chapter 2: Becoming a Parent
        


        		
          Chapter 3: An Unexpected Skill
        


        		
          Chapter 4: Family Outing
        


        		
          Chapter 5: The Unavoidable Uninvited Guest
        


        		
          Chapter 6: The Child Destined to Be a Hero
        


        		
          Chapter 7: Training and Play
        


        		
          Chapter 8: The Mindset of a Hero
        


        		
          Chapter 9: The One You Shouldn’t Have Messed With
        


        		
          Chapter 10: The Evil Practices of the Old Era
        


        		
          Chapter 11: Still Just a Child
        


        		
          Chapter 12: It’s not a Holy Sword, It’s Reincarnation
        


        		
          Chapter 13: Something Better Than Sweets
        


        		
          Chapter 14:  In an Unhappy World, an Unhappy Child, and Dirty Adults.
        


        		
          Chapter 15: Lona Flutter Flutter
        


        		
          Chapter 16: Collector Izolde
        


        		
          Chapter 17: Happy Birthday~
        


        		
          Chapter 18: The Dream of the Little Hero
        


        		
          Chapter 19: Joining the Guild
        


        		
          Chapter 20: The Trash Guild Master, Harold
        


        		
          Chapter 21: The Monster Father and Daughter
        


        		
          Chapter 22: The Legendary Sword Excalibur
        


        		
          Chapter 23: The Little Warrior’s First Adventure
        


        		
          Chapters 24: Cherish This Meeting
        


        		
          Chapter 25: The Remnants of a Dragon
        


        		
          Chapter 26: Consultation with Dad, Consultation with Lona
        


        		
          Chapter 27: Rebellion of the Inferior Species
        


        		
          Chapter 28: The Predator’s Natural Enemy
        


        		
          Chapter 29: Come at Me Harder.
        


        		
          Chapter 30: Acquiring a Weapon
        


        		
          Chapter 31: Information About the Demon King
        


        		
          Chapter 32: The Tempting Voice
        


        		
          Chapter 33: The Little Hero’s First Errand
        


        		
          Chapter 34: What makes me Human
        


        		
          Chapter 35: In the Name of Love and Justice!
        


        		
          Chapter 36: And Then the Ninja Exploded
        


        		
          Chapter 37: The Little Hero and the Wizard’s Tower
        


        		
          Chapter 38: Archmage Rosetta
        


        		
          Chapter 39: Elixir of Rejuvenation
        


        		
          Chapter 40: Snack Time Catastrophe
        


        		
          Chapter 41: An Unwanted Guest in a Peaceful Daily Life
        


        		
          Chapter 42: Demon King’s Army Executive Lexus
        


        		
          Chapter 43: An Unusual Baby
        


        		
          Chapter 44: Did I Do the Right Thing?
        


        		
          Chapter 45:  A Bad Feeling Part
        


        		
          Chapter 46: The Little Hero and the Circus
        


        		
          Chapter 47: Dad’s Cooking
        


        		
          Chapter 48: The Man Who Could Not Be Happy
        


        		
          Chapter 49: The Little Hero’s Game of Hide-and-Seek
        


        		
          Chapter 50: Dreams Do Come True
        


        		
          Chapter 51: The Little Hero and the Incarnation of Evil
        


        		
          Chapter 52: The Hero and The Boy
        


        		
          Chapter 53: Thank you for Waking Me Up
        


        		
          Chapter 54: The Little Hero’s Adventure Continues (END)
        


      


    
  

EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch53_1_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch42_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch11_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch14: _4.png





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch43_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch13_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch3_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch44_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch46_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch12_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch2_1.jpg
Pray

()





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch8_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch17_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch18_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch48_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch6_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch19_0.jpg
P~





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch5_0.jpg
*3





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch9_0.jpg
@A





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch47_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch53_0_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch1_0.png





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch16_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch7_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch52_0_0.jpg





EPUB/cover.png





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch1_2.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch51_3_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch1_1.png
o





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch41_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch40_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch51_0_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch10_2.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch8_2.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch9_2.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch11_2.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch51_1_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch14: _2.png





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch51_2_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch4_2.jpg
it





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch5_2.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch45: _0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch13_2.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch34_2.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch36_2.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch16_2.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch6_2.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch7_2.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch15_1.png





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch18_2.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch17_2.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch23_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch11_3.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch25_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch10_3.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch24_1.jpg
‘d





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch54_0_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch15_2.png





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch30_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch45: _1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch31_0.jpg
B

TS ad

L 0
s

r





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch33_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch15_3.png
)





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch32_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch24_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch35_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch23_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch34_0.jpg
7
(8





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch10_4.jpg
W/
/






EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch14: _1.png





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch37_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch39_0.jpg
\

X

&
BN P





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch25_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch36_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch38_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch30_1.jpg
-
g





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch31_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch33_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch15_0.png





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch32_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch34_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch9_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch10_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch12_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch14: _3.png
R o





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch11_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch37_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch36_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch38_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch5_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch7_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch16_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch4_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch8_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch13_1.jpg
g F





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch17_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch14: _0.png





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch6_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch50_0_0.png
.

>





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch18_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch19_1.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch42_2.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch24_2.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch23_2.jpg
x5





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch49_0_0.jpg





EPUB/images/Illustration_Ch49_1_0.jpg





